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Dear Reader, 


I hope you enjoy Diana's story. I got the idea for MOTHER OF THE 
GROOM while helping my oldest daughter find a wedding dress. 1 
was watching her model one and thought how much fun it would 
be do a book about the mother of a bride or groom who is worried 
about her child's choice of a life partner. And when you finish read- 
ing about Diana, | hope you'll go on to read the second book in this 
two-book series, HERE COMES THE GROOM, which picks up a cou- 
ple of years after this book ends. I also hope you'll visit my website, 


www.patriciakay.com. Happy Reading! 


Patricia Kay 


Chapter 1 


Houston, Texas - September, 1993 


“Whew, it’s hot out there!” Diana Sorensen complained as she strode 
into her real estate office. “You'd think by the middle of September we'd 
start getting some cooler weather, wouldn't you?” 


Tracy Allbright, Diana's eight-months'-pregnant-and-counting recep- 
tionist, grinned. “How long have you lived in Houston, Diana?” 


Diana made a face. “Too long.” She set her heavy briefcase on the floor 
and removed the pink slips from her phone message slot on Tracy’s 
desk. Riffling through them quickly, she noted that Leona Applegate 
had called. She mentally crossed her fingers. Maybe the old harridan 
had actually made a decision to buy the Thornwood house. “Anything 
exciting happen while I was out?” she asked. 


“No, not really.” Tracy rolled her eyes. “Unless you count the fact that 
Barton, Jr., kicked me about seventeen times this afternoon.” 


Diana gave Tracy an answering smile and bent to pick up her briefcase 
again. 


“And the fact that Kent is waiting for you back in your office.” 


“He is?” Pleasure swelled Diana’s heart. Kent was her twenty-four-year- 
old son, and she hadn’t seen much of him the past couple of months. 
Throughout June he'd been consumed with studying for the bar exam, 
and once that was over in July, he’d started working long hours. And 
lately, all his free time seemed to revolve around that girl he’d met over 
the Fourth of July weekend. A girl Diana had met and privately disliked. 
Alot. 


Walking out of the reception area into the large bull pen where her six 
full-time agents worked, she decided she wouldn’t dwell on anything 
unpleasant for the rest of the day. Besides, Kent's infatuation with his 
new girlfriend was bound to pass because as far as Diana had been able 
to tell, the two had absolutely nothing in common. 


Diana waved at the two agents who were in, then opened the door lead- 
ing into her private office. Kent sat sprawled on the paisley print love 
seat that occupied half of one wall, his long legs spread out in front of 
him, acan of Dr. Pepper in one hand and a dog-eared paperback novel 
in the other hand. 


Diana squinted at the title. She needed her glasses for reading. ‘Hmm, 
Presumed Innocent. Don’t you get enough of the law at work? Do you 
have to read about it, too?” 


Kent grinned. “Hi, gorgeous. You look hot.” 


“I amhot,” Diana grumbled. “After forty-two years in this town, you’d 
think I'd be used to the heat.” 


“If youd break down and wear something cool—” 


“Youwear suits,” Diana countered. But now that she was in her office, 
she removed the teal linen jacket and carefully hung it on a hanger, 
which she hooked over the clothes tree standing in the corner. 


“Just wait until January! Then it'll be jeans every day.” Diana knew Kent 
was referring to the fact that once he received notification that he’d 
passed the bar—which would, she was confident, come in November 
—he intended to go into business for himself. For years, ever since 
he'd decided he wanted to be a lawyer, he had dreamed of opening a 
storefront law office where the poor and underprivileged of Houston 
could come for low-cost legal aid. Although Diana realized that parts 
of Kent’s dream were impractical, she was proud of her son. Unlike a 
lot of young men in today’s world, he wasn’t out to get everything he 
could for himself. 


She smiled at him, taking pleasure in the way he looked. Tall and mus- 
cular, Kent radiated all-American-boy good looks. His thick dark hair 
resisted taming, and his fresh, tanned face glowed with good health. 
Dark blue eyes like hers, an engaging smile and a sunny disposition 
completed the picture. Today he wore a dark, pin-striped suit com- 
bined with a white shirt and yellow tie. 


“Is that a power tie?” she teased. 
Kent laughed. “Sure. I’m really into power these days.” 


Diana collapsed into her swivel chair, kicked off her pumps, pulled out 
the bottom drawer of her desk, and propped her feet on it. “So what 
brings you here?” She glanced at her watch. “At only four-thirty in the 
afternoon?” 


“T was out this way interviewing an expert we plan to use as a witness 
on the Mellenkamp case, so I decided to come by and talk to you. I...” 


Kent hesitated, and Diana had a sudden sense of foreboding. “I’ve been 
meaning to come and see you ever since last weekend.” 


Diana sat there waiting. She didn’t like the expression on her son’s face. 
“Mom, you remember Allison Gabriel...” 
Diana nodded. The new girlfriend. Her sense of foreboding grew. 


“Well...” Kent grinned again, his eyes bright. “Last Saturday night I 
asked her to marry me.” 


Diana now understood exactly what was meant by the phrase a sinking 
heartbecause hers plummeted to her toes at Kent’s proud pronounce- 
ment. But years of working with picky clients had schooled Diana in 
the art of masking her real feelings, so she said smoothly, “Really? 
And?” 


Kent’s grin seemed to split his face in two. “She said yes!” He leaped up, 
his book falling onto the floor. “Aren’t you going to say something?” 


“actually, I'm speechless. You've really taken me by surprise. Ihad no 
idea you were serious about Allison. You've only known her, what, a 
couple of months?” 


“I knew I wanted to marry her the moment I saw her,” Kent declared, 
his expression earnest, his deep voice filled with passion. “I knowit's a 
cliche, but—” He colored slightly. “It was love at first sight.” 


Oh, God. Impractical. Idealistic. Andromantic, too. How had she—who 
was so sensible and realistic—produced this boy? Even her ex-husband 
—Kent’s father—with all his faults, was more pragmatic than his son. 
But even as these thoughts formed, Diana remembered that once upon 
a time, when she was very, very young, she’d been just as impractical, 
idealistic and romantic as Kent. Those were the very reasons she now 
had a twenty-four-year-old son instead of a degree in computer sci- 
ence or math, either of which would have given her a much more sat- 
isfying and better-suited career than real estate. 


“How will this affect your plans to open your own office?” she asked, 
forcing herself to keep her tone off-hand and non-confrontational, 
even though she wanted to scream. Diana never screamed. She hadn’t 
screamed since she was a hormonal teenager. 


Kent frowned. “It won't. Why should it?” 


Diana shrugged. “Ijust wondered.” She chose her next words carefully. 
“Don’t misunderstand me, Kent. I'm happy for youif this is what you 
want, but it costs money to get married, and I know you're operating 
on a pretty tight budget. I just wondered if you and Allison had dis- 
cussed your plans and how she feels about them.” 


The frown smoothed out, and once more, Kent smiled happily. “She 
knows what I'm planning. We haven't gone into all the details, but we'll 
work everything out.” Somehow Diana wasn't as sure as Kent seemed 
to be that Allison Gabriel would be content to be the wife of a strug- 
gling storefront lawyer. Diana had only met the young woman once, 
over the Labor Day weekend, when Kent had brought her to a cookout 
hosted by Sunny Garcia, Diana’s best friend. Diana had taken one look 
at Allison's flawless tan, her perfectly French-manicured nails, her un- 
derstated but expensive jewelry and her designer clothes, and known 
that Allison Gabriel was accustomed to the very best. Would Allison be 
willing to give up the luxuries she now took for granted? 


Kent was still talking, and Diana wrenched her thoughts away from 
the dismal turn they’d taken. “.. and her father has invited us all to 
lunch tomorrow,” he said happily. “He’s made reservations at The Ro- 
tisserie for Beef and Bird for one o'clock. You can make it, can't you?” 


He sounded so eager, so proud. She knew how much he wanted her 
approval, and oh, God, she wanted to be happy for him. He was her 
only chick. She adored him. “Of course I can make it.” She made a men- 
tal note to rearrange her schedule for the following day. 


Kent pulled her up and put his arms around her. They hugged hard. 
She wouldbe happy for him, she vowed. If he wanted Allison Gabriel, 
and she wanted him, Diana had no right to be thinking black thoughts 
about the relationship. She could feel her eyes mist as she realized that 
from now on things would never be the same between her and Kent. 
He would slowly grow away from her, which was the way it should be. 


“When's the wedding?” she said as they drew apart. She straightened 
his tie while she regained her emotional equilibrium. From the time 
Kent was a small boy she’d encouraged him to be independent and 
make his own decisions. And now he had, and he deserved her whole- 
hearted support. 


“We thought we’d get married the Saturday after Christmas. That way 
we'll have at least a week for our honeymoon.” 


“Christmas. So soon...” 


“Well, it issoon, but I wanted to get everything settled before I start 
working on my own.” 


“Yes, I guess that makes sense.” 


Exuberant, Kent folded his arms around her again, giving her another 
hug. “I’m so happy,” he whispered. “She’s wonderful. You're going to 
love her.” 


And with that sentiment ringing in her ears, Diana sent up a fervent 
prayer that Kent was right. 


At one-ten the following afternoon, Diana relinquished the keys of 
her three-year-old silver Buick Riviera to the valet parking attendant 
and walked inside The Rotisserie for Beef and Bird. Blessed coolness 
greeted her, and the maitre d’ with a smile and flourish, said, “Yes, 
madam?” 


“?’m meeting the Gabriel party.” 
“Ah, yes, of course. This way, please.” 


Diana followed the maitre d’ into the sunny main dining room. He led 
her to a round table on the far left side where Kent was already seated 
with Allison Gabriel and her father. The two men stood as Diana ap- 
proached. “Sorry I’m late,” Diana said. “My last appointment ran over- 
time.” 


“Mother, you remember Allison?” Kent said. 


“Yes, of course. Hello, Allison. It’s wonderful to see you again. Kent’s 
told me the happy news.” Diana extended her hand, and after a slight 
hesitation, Allison reached up and placed her hand in Diana's. Diana 
had expected to shake hands, but obviously Allison didn’t, so Diana 
gave her a brief squeeze and smiled down into the young womans 
tawny eyes. Allison gave her an answering smile. 


“And this is Allison’s father, Lee Gabriel. Lee, my mother, Diana 
Sorensen.” 


Diana turned toward the tall, dark man who walked around the table 
and held out his hand. Her gaze lifted to meet his. Not many men 
topped Diana, because, in her three-inch heels, she stood five feet 
eleven inches tall. As her hand was grasped in a strong, cool palm 
and firmly shaken, her gaze was riveted to his. Lee Gabriel's eyes were 
the same shade as his daughter’s, she thought distractedly—a warm, 
toasty brown dusted with gold—and ringed by thick lashes. Diana 
knew dozens of women who would kill for lashes like his—including 
her. 


“It’s very nice to meet you, Diana,” he said in a nicely pitched, low voice. 
Then he smiled. 


Something down deep in Diana's stomach went zing, shooting straight 
up into her throat like a meteor shot through the heavens. Holy cow, 
the man’s smile was lethal! Were his teeth really that brilliantly white, 
or did they just look so dazzling in contrast to his darkly tanned, an- 
gular face? The smile rent deep grooves in his cheeks, enhancing his 


rugged appeal. 


Diana didn't rattle easily. She was too toughened by life’s hard knocks, 
too accustomed to dealing with all the problems asingle mother has to 
face and too experienced in a highly competitive business to be easily 
impressed. 


But Lee Gabriel—no, be honest, she told herself, her reactionto Lee 
Gabriel—definitely rattled her. 


In her head. 
In her gut. 
Even down in her toes. 


And the last time Diana had gotten rattled in her toes, she’d ended up 
pregnant and hastily married. As these thoughts tumbled through her 
mind, Diana only had a blurred impression of the rest of him before he 
finally released her hand, which still tingled from the imprint of his. 


The maitre d’ had been standing patiently, and now, as Diana turned 
toward her chair, he whipped it out and smoothly seated her. Then he 
motioned to the waiter hovering nearby, and as Diana’s water glass was 
filled, and she was handed a menu, she managed to get her resusci- 
tated hormones under control. 


“I've been looking forward to meeting you,” Lee said. “Kent’s told us a 
lot about you.” 


Diana looked at Kent who grinned happily. She knew her son was as 
proud of her as she was of him. Then she slowly let her gaze return to 
Lee's. 


Yep. Lethal. 


And not just his smile, which had settledintoan amused tipping of the 
corners of his mouth, but the man himself. Covertly she studied him. 
He wasn't pretty-boy handsome or anything like that, she decided. No, 
what Lee Gabriel possessed was better than good looks. The man posi- 
tively oozed sex appeal and a powerful magnetism that said he was ac- 
customed to having people pay attention to him—women andmen. 


Diana noted his hawkish nose, his determined chin, the crinkles at the 
corners of his eyes, his thick dark hair nicely threaded with silver, the 
snowy cuffs showing at his wrists, the cufflinks that were probably 
solid gold, the tanned hands with the well-groomed fingernails and 
curly dark hairs on their backs. And if she wasn’t mistaken, that watch 
on his left wrist looked suspiciously like a Rolex. 


His gray suit looked as if it had cost more than most people earned in a 
week, maybe two. She was sure if she could see his shoes they'd be soft, 
supple leather—probably Italian—definitely expensive. Like his daugh- 
ter, Lee Gabriel epitomized success and wealth and sophistication. 


Once again Diana felt a shiver of apprehension. Allison Gabriel’s world 
was a far different one from Kent's. Which one of them would do the 
changing? 


“Kent tells me youown your own real estate agency,” Lee said. 
“Yes, 1 do.” 


“How long have you been in the business?” 


“Nearly twenty years.” 


“I've always thought selling real estate would be fun,” Allison inter- 
jected. 


Diana dragged her attention away from Lee and looked at Allison. 
“!’m not sure I’d call it fun, but it’s definitely challenging.” The young 
woman looked particularly lovely today, Diana thought, in a tailored 
cocoa silk dress that hugged her petite figure. A double rope of creamy 
pearls filled the deep V-neckline and pearl studs adorned her small 
ears. Her chestnut hair shone with ahealthy luster and was artfully ar- 
ranged in a casual, windblown look that skimmed her shoulders. 


Although Allison's eyes were the color of her father’s, the rest of her 
obviously took after someone else, for Allison’s face was small and 
square. Her lips were pouty, her nose dainty and she hada deep cleft in 
her chin. She was very beautiful, and Diana could see exactly why Kent 
seemed so smitten. 


The waiter returned to their table. “Would you like to order wine 
today?” he asked Lee. 


Lee looked around. “This is a celebration, right?” He turned to the 
waiter. “I think we'll have champagne.” He gave Allison a fond look. 
“Let’s make it Cristal, shall we?” 


Allison squealed. “Oh, Daddy! Cristal!” 


Diana, who had been about to say she never drank wine at lunch, kept 
quiet. He was right, of course. This wasa celebration, and just because 
she usually got a headache if she drank wine during the day didn’t 
mean she should throw a damper on the festivities. 


Within minutes, their waiter brought them the paté of the day, ahouse 
specialty, and the sommelier delivered the champagne nestled ina sil- 
ver wine bucket. He ceremoniously uncorkedit at the table and poured 
abit of the champagne intoone of the fluted glasses that had magically 
appeared. Lee raised the glass to his lips and sampled the champagne. 
smiling with approval, he gave the sommelier a nod, and the man 
began to pour the wine into the remaining wineglasses. 


“A toast,” Lee said, “to Allison and Kent.” He raised his glass. “May they 
live along and happy life together.” As they all clinked glasses, Diana 
echoed his wish. She looked from Kent—whose eyes blazed with love 


as they rested on Allison’s face—to Allison, whose eyes sparkled as she 
basked in the approval of her father and her fiancé. Allison and Kent 
didmake a lovely couple, Diana thought. Perhaps she was borrowing 
trouble with the niggling worry that refused to disappear. 


“Umm,” Allison said after taking a sip, “just as wonderful as I remem- 
bered it to be.” 


In spite of herself, Diana was impressed. She was the first to admit her 
ignorance of fine wines, but she knew enough to know Cristal was the 
best. 


“Kent said the two of you want to be married the Saturday after Christ- 
mas,” Diana said, turning to Allison. 


“Yes. I love Christmas weddings, don’t you?” the girl responded. “My 
bridesmaids will wear emerald green taffeta .. .or maybe velvet... and 
carry white poinsettias. I know just the dress I want. A Vera Wang. It’s 
gorgeous! And we'll be married at St. John’s, of course. I can just see the 
church now. Oh, it will be beautiful, with the Christmas trees and all 
the holly and red poinsettias and candles.” She narrowed her eyes as 
she studied Diana. “With your blonde hair and skin color, Diana, you'd 
look good in a color like midnight blue or violet or even perhaps some 
kind of shimmery gold. I'll help you find a dress that will coordinate 
with the wedding party's.” 


Irritation surged through Diana. She was perfectly capable of picking 
out her own dress, and she almost said so. But a glance at Kent's face, 
so full of happiness, warned her not to make any waves today. So Diana 
just nodded and smiled noncommittally. 


“Are we ready to order?” Lee asked as their waiter reappeared. 


Everything on the menu looked too rich for Diana's tastes. Lee said, 
“Have you ever had the venison here?” 


Diana shook her head. Just the thought of venison made her stomach 
feel queasy. 


“Perhaps Madam would prefer the quail,” said the waiter. 


“No, uh... let me think about it for a minute or two,” Diana said. “Take 
their orders, please.” 


Lee ordered the blackened redfish. Kent ordered the venison. And Alli- 
son ordered Chateaubriand. They all looked at Diana again. 


“I think I'll have the Chateaubriand, too. But could I please have it 
plain? Without the sauce?” 


The corners of Lee’s mouth twitched, and his eyes held a suspicious 
twinkle. 


Diana shrugged. “I can’t help it. Rich food is wasted on me. I tend 
toward things like hamburgers. Tex Mex. Macaroni and cheese.” Now 
why had she felt compelled to explain? Allison looked at her as if she’d 
suddenly sprouted two heads. 


Diana could see Lee was fighting back laughter, and suddenly she 
laughed herself. “know. I'm weird.” 


“Youre notweird, Mom,” Kent said quickly, warming Diana’s heart. 


Now it was her turn to give her progeny a fond smile. “Youre preju- 
diced.” 


“Maybe I am.” Kent returned her smile. “This is a complete change 
of subject, but before you came, Lee told me he’s in the market for a 
house.” 


“Yes,” Lee echoed. “And I don’t have a real estate agent. Kent suggested 
you might take me on as a client.” 


Warning bells rang in Diana’s mind. Instinctively she knew it wasn’t a 
good idea to spend much time in Lee Gabriel's company. The effect he 
had on her was dangerous to her well-being. The last thing she needed 
was her hormones being in aconstant state of unrest. 


Besides, the relationship between real estate agent and client could 
become rocky, even combative. Finding the right house and getting it 
for the right price had a tendency to bring out the worst in people. 
She'd known real estate agents who'd lost good friends in the process 
of trying to help them buy or sell a house. It wasn’t wise to mix a busi- 
ness relationship with the personal one she and Lee would share as 
the parents of the newly engaged couple. She had to get out of this. All 
these thoughts flitted rapidly through her mindas she formulated her 
answer. 


“(d be glad to ask one of my agents to work with you.” Good. That had 
been an inspired idea. Her agency would still benefit from the busi- 
ness, but she wouldn’t jeopardize the personal alliance. 


“Do you have a business card with you?” Lee asked. Diana reached for 
her purse and removed acard. She handed it across the table to him. As 
he took it, their fingers brushed, and Diana's breath caught. Something 
smoldered in the depths of Lee’s eyes, and Diana could almost hear her 
heart beating. She dropped her gaze, andthe moment passed. 


But for the rest of the luncheon, she was all too aware of Lee Gabriel 
—sexy, magnetic, dangerous Lee Gabriel—across the table from her. 
She could feel his eyes on her as she ate. She knew he was listening 
carefully when she and Allison spoke to each other. Several times she 
caught him studying her, and each time she did, his mouth would tip 
in an almost mocking smile. 


She would have given anything to know what he was thinking. Or 
maybe not. Maybe it was better she didn’t know what he was thinking. 
Maybe the best thing that could possibly happen to her would be never 
to set eyes on Lee Gabriel again. 


It was almost three o'clock before Diana got back to the agency. After 
Tracy gave her a quick rundown on how many times Barton, Jr., had 
kicked her in the past two hours, Diana headed for her office. Sunny 
Garcia, who was not only her best friend but also her best agent, fol- 
lowed her inside. 


“So how was the let’s-get-to-know-one-another lunch?” she asked. 


Diana sighed wearily and sank into her chair. Sunny perched on the 
edge of the love seat. She ran her fingers through her short, curly red 
hair. 


“Before I tell you about the lunch, tell me about Nikki. How'd she take 
the news of Kent’s engagement?” Nikki Garcia was Sunny’s twenty- 
three-year-old daughter. 


sunny grimaced. “Just about the way I thought she would.” Her green 
eyes filled with sadness. “Dammit, Diana, it was awful to sit there and 
see the kid try to pretend she didn’t care. She was shattered. She cried 
all night. I heard her.” 


Diana swore softly. “I was afraid of this. I’m so sorry.” Nikki and Kent 
had been inseparable from the time they were toddlers and Sunny 
baby-sat with Kent while Diana worked and attended real estate 
school. Their friendship had survived everything: their teenage years, 
Kent’s high school crush on an airhead that Nikki despised, even the 
separation of college. Kent thought the world of Nikki, and Nikki had 
been in love with him for years. Everyone knew it: Diana, Sunny, all 
their friends. And Diana was sure Kent knew it, too—that he only pre- 
tended not to know how Nikki felt to keep from embarrassing her and 
to preserve their friendship. Unfortunately for Nikki, Kent had never 
shown the least bit of romantic interest in her. She was his pal, like a 
sister, no more. 


“I know you are,” Sunny said sadly, “but it’s not your fault. Just because 
wewanted them to get together...” Her voice trailed off. She sighed. 
“Nikki had to face the truth sometime, Diana. Kent loves her, but he’s 
not in love with her. She'll get over this. She'll have to. She has no other 
choice.” 


Diana sighed, too. Life would certainly be easier for all of them if Kent 
had fallen in love with Nikki. She was so much more suitable for him 
than Allison Gabriel, but as Diana well knew, things rarely went the 
way you hoped they would. She'd learned that lesson early in life. 


“So tell me about lunch,” Sunny said. The sadness had disappeared 
from her eyes, replaced with an avid curiosity. 


“Tt went okay, I guess.” Diana heard the lack of enthusiasm in her voice 
and knew she’d have to do better if she didn’t want Kent to guess she 
was less than ecstatic about his impending marriage. “Oh, hell, I don’t 
know. Maybe I’m just being an overprotective mother. Maybe I wouldn’t 
think any girl was good enough for Kent.” 


“That’s garbage, and you know it. If Kent and Nikki had gotten en- 
gaged, you'd be doing cartwheels!” 


Diana absently doodled on her notepad. Sunny was right. 
“What is it about this girl you don't like?” 


“It’s not that I don’t like her. It’s just that I don’t think she's right 
for Kent. I can’t imagine the two of them building any kind of life 
together.” 


“why?” 


“You know what he’s like, Sunny. He’s so... innocent. So idealistic. So 
completely impractical. He needs a strong woman who loves him 
enough to let him do what will make him happy, but someone who will 
also keep his feet firmly planted on the ground.” 


“Someone just like Nikki.” 


“Yes, someone just like Nikki.” Diana stood and removed her black suit 
jacket, draping it over the back of her chair. She plopped back down. 
“Allison is very sophisticated, very beautiful, but it’s obvious she’s a girl 
who's used to being taken care of. Just from the way she acted around 
her father, I know he’s spoiled her and petted her. She’s the kind of girl 
whowill expect pampering and lots of attention. I simply don’t see her 
as the sort of partner Kent will need.” 


“What's her father like?” 


An image of Lee Gabriel’s dazzling smile, his topaz eyes with their 
speculative gleam, his secretive smile, his raw, gut-level appeal, flashed 
through Diana's mind. She bit her lip thoughtfully. 


Sunny cocked her head and narrowed her eyes. “Well?” 
“Honestly?” 
“Of course, honestly.” 


“He's an incredible hunk,” she mumbled, astonished she'd voiced the 
thought. 


“Hulle” 
“Hunk” 


“I see,” Sunny said, a slow grin sliding across her face. “An incredible 
hunk. Well, well, well, that certainly sounds promising!” 


Diana laughed. “It’s just an observation.” 
“What does this ‘hunk’ look like?” 


“Tall, dark and dangerous.” 


Sunny grinned. “That sounds reallypromising. There's nothing | like 
better than a dangerous man.” 


“He's all yours, then.” 
“youre kidding! When do I get to meet him?” 


“Actually you are going to meet him. He's looking for a house and asked 
me to help him find one. I told him I'd put one of my agents on the job. 
He's your client if you want him.” 


“?’m not stupid. You won't catch me looking agift-horse in the mouth,” 
Sunny quipped. “Maybe he likes short redheads with thousands of 
freckles.” She strucka pose. “You didsay he was rich, didn’t you?” 


Diana thought of the bottle of Cristal, of the Rolex, of Allison's obvi- 
ously authentic pearls and designer clothes and shoes, her casual ref- 
erence to a Vera Wang wedding dress. “I don't know if he’s filthy rich, 
but he certainly seems to be very comfortable.” 


“What does he do?” 


“?’m not sure. He’s some kind of big shot with Berringer. Kent told me 
Allison and her father have lived all over the world—most recently in 
Paris. In fact, Allison went to school at the Sorbonne.” 


“Yeah, I'd say they've got some bucks.” 


Just then Diana's intercom buzzed, and she punched the receiver but- 
ton. “Yes, Tracy?” 


“There's a Mr. Gabriel on Line One, Diana.” 
sunny raised her eyebrows. 


Diana switched her phone to the speaker box so Sunny could hear the 
conversation, then punched Line One. “This is Diana Sorensen.” 


“Hello, Diana Sorensen,” he said, his low-pitched voice wrapping 
around her like a warm blanket. “Do you believe in love at first sight?” 


Chapter Two 


Diana stared at the phone. She couldn’t believe she’d heard him cor- 
rectly. “I beg your pardon?” she finally croaked. 


He gave a low, intimate chuckle. “You heard me. Don’t evade the ques- 
tion.” 


Diana couldn’t look at Sunny, and she fervently wished she’d never 
turned on the speaker box. “No, I do notbelieve in love at first sight.” 
They were the exact words she’d wanted to speak to Kent the day 
before. 


“Somehow I had a feeling you were going to say that.” She knewhe was 
still smiling. She could hear it in his voice. “Well, I guess we'd better 
talk business then, hadn't we?” Diana finally felt brave enough to look 
Sunny’s way and wasn’t surprised to see a delighted grin on Sunny’s 
face. Good grief, I’m surrounded by romantics. “By all means,” she said 
smoothly. “Let’s talk business.” 


“I’m serious about wanting to buya house.” 


“Good. There are a number of things we'll need to know then, but it'll 
be better for you to talk directly to the agent you'll be working with. I 
thought you'd like Sunny—” 


“Wait a minute. I don’t want to work with one of your agents.” 
“But I thought you said—” 
“T want to work with you.” 


“Lee, I don’t normally work with clients unless I’ve worked with them 
for years and they refuse to accept anyone else. I nevertake on new 
clients.” 


“Surely youd make an exception in my case?” 


Why was it that this man could make shivers snake up and down her 
spine just by changing the timbre of his voice? “As much as I'd like to,” 
she lied smoothly, “myload here at the office is too heavy. I wouldn't be 


able to devote the time to you that you deserve.” She avoided Sunny’s 
eyes. 


“Diana, I don't think you understand.” 


Oh, I understand all right. You’re used to people jumping when you say 
jump. But down deep she knew that wasn’t what was going on here. 
She just wasn't ready to face the truth. 


“Whatdon't I understand?” she said softly. Then she held her breath 
and cut a glance Sunny’s way. From the expectant look on her friend’s 
face, she had a feeling Sunny was holding her breath, too. 


“I want you, Diana. I want you, and I intend to have you.” 


Diana switched off the speaker box and snatched up the receiver. She, 
who never blushed, felt the red creeping up her neck. 


“Now,” he continued as if the entire matter was settled, “what time do 
you leave the office?” 


“The office?” she repeated, knowing she sounded like a flustered 
schoolgirl who'd never had a man flirt with her before. 


“Yes, Since I’m anxious to begin looking at houses, and since there’s no 
better time to start than the weekend, and since tomorrow is Friday, 
I thought—if you have no other plans, that is—we could go to dinner 
tomorrow evening and I can give you all the details about what I want, 
etcetera. Then we can start looking Saturday.” 


Diana, who was also never speechless, couldn’t think of one sensible 
thing to say. 


“What's the matter?” he said innocently. 


Diana finally found her tongue. What was the matter with her, 
anyway? She'd been married and divorced, she’d educated herself, 
she’d built her own successful business and she’d raised a wonderful 
son. She could handle Lee Gabriel. There was certainly nothing to be 
afraid of. So she said coolly, “Look, Lee. I'll be happy to meet youhere at 
the office at ten o’clock Saturday morning. We can go over your hous- 
ing requirements first, and after I run everything through the com- 
puter I can set up some appointments, and we'll go from there.” She 
tooka deep breath. “But I'll have to pass on dinner tomorrow night.” 


“So you have plans.” 
“Yes, I have plans.” Damn. She was such arotten liar. 
“Diana...” 


She closed her eyes. The way he said her name, rollingit on his tongue, 
made her think of warm honey. Made her think of soft pillows. Made 
her think of... 


Her eyes popped open. Dangerous ground awaited if she continued 
with thoughts like these. Only fools or crazy people plunged ahead 
when they'd had all kinds of warning signs. 


Now his voice was a husky rumble. “Give me a chance, Diana. At the 
very least, we should be friends because our children are going to be 
married. Let me take you to dinner tomorrow night.” 


No. No way. Absolutely not. 


“How about if I pick you up at seven?” he said when she didn’t respond. 
“Come on.” Then he laughed again. “I promise to behave myself.” 


No doubt about it. She was crazy. “Better make it eight. I don’t close the 
agency until six.” 


Lee thought about Diana the rest of the day. He chuckled to himself 
every time he remembered her speechlessness when he'd asked her if 
she believed in love at first sight. He couldn’t get over the impact she’d 
had on him. 


When she had walked into the restaurant, he took one look and knew 
this woman was going to become very important to him. He liked ev- 
erything about her. Her quiet dignity. Her strong sense of who she was. 
Her beautiful smile. 


And her eyes. God, those eyes. They were the loveliest deep blue eyes 
he’d ever seen. They reminded him of the color of the ocean at twi- 
light. A dark, mysterious indigo. They were eyes you could drown 
in. Wonderful eyes that had seen a lot of living. Thoughtful, intelli- 
gent eyes to match a thoughtful, intelligent woman. Beaux yeux. The 


French phrase meaning beautiful eyes, beautiful face, played in his 
mind like along-forgotten melody. 


When they shook hands, and she looked up, he hadn't wanted to let 
her hand go. His reaction to her was completely unexpected. Over the 
years he’d met many beautiful and charming women. None of them 
had moved him beyond a surface attraction. He was immune to beauti- 
ful women, or so he’d thought. But Diana, with her strong handshake, 
her lovely smile, her incredible eyes—made him feel like a kid again. 


Except when I was a kid, I'd have never had the nerve to call her up and say 
the things I said. 


He laughed out loud, causing his secretary—who picked that moment 
to walk into his office—to give him a strange look. “My, aren’t we in a 
good mood today?” she said. She laid his To Be Signed document folder 
in his In box. 


In answer Lee just smiled and waited for Britta to leave the office be- 
fore letting his thoughts meander back to Diana. 


He knew Diana had had the same punched-in-the-gut feeling. He 
could see it in the faint flush that stained her cheeks as he finally re- 
leased her hand, and especially in the way she deliberately refrained 
from meeting his gaze after they all sat down at the table. 


His first impression had only intensified as lunch progressed. Even her 
admission that she didn’t like most of the food on the menu charmed 
him. He couldn't think of one other woman in his circle of friends who 
would ever admit to such ordinary tastes. They wouldn’t want to be 
thought of as bourgeois. 


He’dbeen uneasy about meeting Diana, too. Because Marianne had died 
when Allison was so young, he was overprotective of Allison, but he 
couldn't seem to help it. From what Kent had told him of his mother, 
Lee was afraid Diana might be one of those obnoxious, high-powered 
women who would roll right over Allison, or worse, condescend to her. 
But Diana was none of those things. It was clear that she was strong 
and confident and self-assured, but she hadn't lost her femininity, and 
she was gracious and nice to Allison. 


Allison. For a moment, Lee allowed his thoughts to roam to his daugh- 
ter. She was the light of his life. He would do anything for her. She 
was everything he’d ever wanted her to be, and more. There had been 


times, over the years, when Lee had worried about whether he'd ever 
think any man good enough for her. But Kent was a perfect choice, 
even though the boy had a strong streak of idealism and romanticism 
that could cause them difficulties down the road. But Lee intended to 
work on that problem. In fact, he’d already had some ideas along those 
lines. 


The important thing was Kent was smart. There was good raw mate- 
rial there, and he adored Allison. That much was obvious. Lee knew 
Kent would be good to her, and as far as Lee was concerned, that was 
what counted. The rest would come with time. 


Yes, he thought with satisfaction. Kent Sorensen would make Allison 
happy. 


And depending on how dinner went the following day, perhaps Kent 
Sorensen’s mother would make Lee happy. 


“So let me get this straight,” Sunny said. “You aren’t interested in the 
man, you have no desire to get involved with him, or any man, for that 
matter, and you think Kent’s and Allison’s engagement is headed for 
big trouble. Right?” 


“Right,” Diana said. She still felt unsettled from Lee's phone call even 
though thirty minutes had passed since they’d hung up. 


“That’s why you agreed to go to dinner with tall, dark and dangerous 
tomorrow night, and that’s why you're going to personallytake charge 
of finding him a house.” 


Diana gave Sunny a sheepish look. 


sunny shook her head. “Yep. That's what I thought. You're nuts. You're 
also a very bad liar.” 


“What do you mean by that crack?” 


sunny gave her a knowing look. “We both know you're very interested 
inhim.” 


“Tam not!” But even to her own ears her denial sounded halfhearted. 


“Come on, Diana, I’m your best friend. We’ve been as close as two peo- 
ple can be for more than thirty years—” 


“Thirty-six years, if you want to be exact.” 


“Yeah, thirty-six years. Don’t you think | know how youre feeling, al- 
most before you do?” 


Diana bit her bottom lip. 


Sunny stood. “You want to know what my advice is?” Without waiting 
for Diana’s answer, she said, “Loosen up, kid. You haven't had a male 
interest in your life for a long time. Make the most of this.” Then she 
giggled. “Lordy, I can’t wait to meet Lee Gabriel. Any man who can get 
the better of Diana Sorensen has got to be one dynamite guy!” And 
then, still laughing, she waved and walked out of the office. 


Kent looked around his apartment. To save money, he shared a two- 
bedroom apartment with a friend. Because he’d been too poor to date 
much while he was in law school, the arrangement had never cramped 
his style. And because he and Allison had agreed to wait until they 
were married before having sex—well, Allison had had more to do 
with the decision than he did—sharing a place with Rich still didn’t 
cramp Kent’s style. 


But tonight he and Allison would have privacy because Rich had to- 
morrow offand he’d taken offto Corpus to spend the weekend with his 
girlfriend. 


And tonight Allison was coming to dinner. 


Kent had taken pains with the preparation. He liked to cook, which 
was weird, because his mother hated to cook. She was a lousy cook, too. 
But even when he was little, Kent liked puttering around the kitchen. 
Sometimes he even thought maybe he should have become a chef in- 
stead of a lawyer. 


Tonight he'd fixed baked chicken breasts and wild rice, and made a 
green salad to go with it. He hoped Allison would like the meal. Her 
tastes were sophisticated when it came to food. He guessed that wasn’t 
so surprising, since she and her father had lived in Paris for so many 


years. Maybe one of these days Kent would surprise her by taking a 
French cooking course. 


Yeah. That'd be great. She’d like that. 


Once he was satisfied that everything was ready for her, Kent took a 
quick shower, shaved and dressed in a pair of baggy cotton pants and 
a knit shirt. No socks. Moccasins. He’d just finished combing his hair 
when he heard the doorbell ring. 


He always experienced arush of happiness when he saw Allison. She 
looked gorgeous and sexy in black tights, a short black skirt, white 
blouse and black and white checked vest. “Hi,’ she said and walked in. 


“Hi.” He grinned at her, his heart going full speed as he gathered her 
into his arms and gave her a long, lingering kiss. He closed his eyes, 
breathing in the sweet fragrance of her hair. 


Her voice was shaky when they finally drew apart, andher lipstick was 
smudged. She smoothed her hair back, and Kent's eyes were drawn to 
the graceful gesture. 


“Allison,” he said, reaching for her again. 


She drew back. “Please, honey, Idon’t think we should.” Her smile took 
the sting out of the refusal. 


Kent sighed. It was getting harder and harder—on both of them—to 
stop their lovemaking beyond acertain point. 


She looked around. “Is Rich gone already?” 


“Yeah. He took off right after work.” Kent laughed. “He couldn’t wait 
to see Stephanie. We've got the place all to ourselves.” Not for the first 
time, he wished they hadn't decided to wait. He wanted her so much. 
He understood how Allison felt—she was old-fashioned, and he liked 
that about her—but it was so hard to wait. And they wereengaged. He 
decided to bring the subject up again—later. 


All through dinner he couldn’t think about anything else but making 
love to her. By the time they'd finished their dinner and were sitting 
close together on the couch—sipping at the last of the Chardonnay, 
Kent's right arm resting around Allison’s shoulder, the Debussy she 


liked so much playing softly on the stereo—he was in a fever pitch of 
love and longing. 


He put down his glass of wine and with shaking fingers removed Alli- 
son’s glass from her hand. 


She gave him a questioning look, but before she could speak, Kent cov- 
ered her open mouth with his. His body reacted immediately to the 
strong aphrodisiac of the taste of Allison as his tongue swooped inside 
and he took full possession of her mouth. “Allison,” he muttered. “Oh, 
Allison.” He wanted her so badly at that moment, he couldn’t think. 
With his right arm holding her close, his left hand found her breast 
and hekneadedit, feeling the changes as his thumb rubbed against the 
hardened nub. 


“You want meas much asI want you,” hemurmured thickly, letting his 
mouth drop to the enticing hollow of her neck. He could feel the pulse 
beating wildly, and hear her rapid breathing. She did want this. 


He slid his hand down her torso, over her flat stomach, the feel of her 
fueling his desire. His handtrembled as he lifted her short skirt. When 
he touched the warm apex between her thighs, she shuddered and 
moved against him. 


Desire, hot and heavy, pounded through him. The pain of it made him 
groan. His mouth covered hers again, and he pushed her down against 
the pillows of the couch, his body half covering hers as his fingers 
found the elastic band of her tights, and pulled them down. As soon 
as they cleared her hips, he delved under her panties, feeling her re- 
sponse to his intimate touch. 


But like the shock of ice water poured over his head, she struggled 
against him. “No, no,” she said, trying to escape his mouth. She pushed 
at his hand. “No, Kent! Stop!” 


Kent collapsed against her. He slowly withdrew his hand. They were 
both breathing heavily, his heart slamming against his chest. He shut 
his eyes. He’d almost lost control of himself. 


“Kent?” 


Her voice sounded small, unsure. 


“Kent? Are you mad at me?” She smoothed her hair. His heart had 
begun to slow down. But he still hurt. The pain of wanting her hadn’t 
diminished at all. “I’m sorry, Kent.” She sounded as if she were crying. 
He took a deep breath and raised himself up. 


She was crying. “Shh,” he said, using his thumb to wipe away a 
teardrop. Her mouth looked swollen, and her glossy hair was di- 
sheveled. She was so beautiful, so sweet. “There’s nothing to be sorry 
about. It’s just that I love you so much. I want you so much.” 


“| know.” Her topaz eyes, smoky and golden in the muted lamplight, 
shone with her tears. “I want you, too, but Kent, we decided to wait. 
Remember?” She reached up, drawing his face down to hers again. She 
kissed him gently. “I...I'm sorry, but Ijust feel strongly about this, and... 
I want our wedding night to be the first time for us. It’ll be better if we 
wait... it will... I promise.” Her voice was like silk, flowing over him ina 
soothing balm. 


“{ know. It’s okay.” He sat up, pulling her up after him. He smiled at her 
to show her he wasn’t angry. Just disappointed. No, he wasn’t disap- 
pointed. Disappointed sounded as if she’ddisappointed him, and Alli- 
son could never disappoint him. Allison was perfect. 


She sighed, then stood“Maybe I'd better go now.” She looked down at 
him, her beautiful eyes troubled. “Are you okay?” 


“Yes, don't worry about it.” 


She hesitated, as if she were going to say something else, then nodded 
and rearranged her clothing. 


Kent stood and took her hand. “Come on, I'll walk you to your car.” 


As they walked out into the navy night, still warm and humid from the 
day’s heat, Kent longed for December to come. He knew he wouldn't be 
entirely happy until he didn’t have to let Allison go back to her grand- 
parents’ house for the night. 


As they reached her dark green Miata, Allison said, “You're not angry 
with me, are you?” 


“No. Of course not.” 


“Do you still want to go shopping for a ring Saturday afternoon?” 


Kent frowned. “Yes, of course.” Had she thought he’d changed his 
mind? Confused by her unknown thought processes, he said, “Why 
wouldn’t we go?” 


She shrugged, the gesture as graceful as everything else about her. “I 
don’t know. Youjust seemed...I don’t know.” 


“Youre silly, you know that?” he said. “Come here. Give me a kiss good- 
night.” 


Long after the taillights of her sporty little car left the parking lot, 
Kent stood there in the concealing darkness and waited for the ache to 
disappear. 


“Did you have a nice evening, sweetheart?” Lee asked when Allison 
entered the cozy living room of her grandparents’ guest house, where 
they’d been living since his transfer back to Houston in June. 


She sat down opposite him, in thetwin to his brocade wing chair. “Yes. 
It was fun.” She picked at a thread on the chair’s arm. 


Lee’s shrewd glance took in her slightly smudged makeup and her 
slightly wrinkled clothes. He was no fool. He knew the chances of two 
healthy young people refraining from a sexual relationship until they 
were married were slim to none. But that was okay, he thought, as long 
as they didn’t flaunt it. Lee trusted Allison. He knew she was sensible 
and that she wouldn’t do anything to endanger herself or her future. 
And she and Kent wereengaged. 


“Daddy?” 
“What, sweetheart?” 


Allison’s troubled gaze met his. “Daddy, do you think Kent will give up 
this idea of opening a storefront law office?” 


Lee considered her question before answering. “I don’t know. Do you 
want him to?” 


Allison nodded. “I don’t see how we can live ifhe doesn’t take a position 
in an established firm. I wouldn't mind him doing some pro-bono work. 
In fact, I think that’s an admirable ambition, especially if he goes into 


politics someday, but I don’t see how that’s allhe can do.” She frowned. 
“Do you?” 


He tented his fingers and studied her. She was very beautiful, he 
thought. He’d spoiled her, indulged her, but he figured she deserved 
indulging, not only because a beautiful woman was meant to be in- 
dulged, but because Allison had missed out on a lot in life. Losing her 
mother when she did, at the most vulnerable time of her life, had to 
have been hard on her. Lee had tried, in every way he could, to make 
it up to her. So he wasn’t sorry he’d indulged her, and he hoped Kent 
would, too. “To answer your question, no, I don’t think Kent can sup- 
port the two of you on what he’d make as a storefront lawyer. But I fig- 
ured he would eventually come to the same conclusion. Have you told 
him how you feel?” 


“Well, sort of. I've hinted, but unfortunately, he hasn’t taken the hint. 
I guess...1 guess I was just hoping he’d come to his senses without me 
having to be blunt.” 


“Sweetheart, can we be honest with each other?” 

“Of course, Daddy. We've always been honest with each other.” 
“Do you really love Kent?” 

She never hesitated. “Yes. I love hima lot.” 


Lee was quiet for a moment. “Enough to marry him even if he persists 
in his plans? Even if you have to go out and get a job to pay the bills? 
Even if you have to give up a lot of the things you're used to having?” 


Her topaz eyes, so like his, clouded. She chewed on her bottom lip as 
she considered his question. Finally she raised her eyes and answered. 
“{ don’t know. I don’t know if ’'m strong enough. And Daddy, we 
shouldn’t haveto live that way. Why, the firm that Kent's working for 
now has already offered him an associate's position. Of course, that 
firm's not good enough for Kent, anyway,so I’m glad he doesn't want to 
stay there, but Kent graduated second in his class! He made the law re- 
view the first year! He could probably go to work for anyone he wanted 
to.” Her face settled into anxious lines. “Do you think I’m awful?” 


Lee had known the facts about Kent. He’d also suspected that Allison 
wouldn’t be willing to sacrifice everything for love. And why should 
she? he asked himself. She was sensible and realistic. She knew it took 


a lot more than love to live on. Lack of money could eat away at the fab- 
ric of even the strongest relationship. Allison wasn’t being unreason- 
able. And if Kent really loved her, he’d be willing to make the changes 
that would ensure him and Allison a comfortable, secure future. That’s 
what aman shoulddo for the woman he loved. “No, I don’t think you're 
awful. But I do think you should be patient. Kent’s a smart young man. 
He'll figure it out, especially when you start looking for a place to live. 
Once the expenses start mounting, he’ll realize something's going to 
have to give.” 


Allison nodded eagerly. “That’s what I thought, too. And I can keep 
dropping subtle hints. And, Daddy...” 


“Yes?” 
“Maybe you could help me.” 
Lee smiled. “If necessary, I’ll talk to Kent.” 


Allison jumped up, crossed the short distance between them, and 
leaned over to give him a hug. “I love you, Daddy. I knew I could count 
on you.” 


“I love you, too, sweetheart, and you can always count on me,” Lee 
promised as he returned her hug. 


Diana tried on one outfit after another. Oh, for crying out loud. It’d 
been so long since she'd had any kind of social life, she had nothing to 
wear for a dinner date. 


Dinner date. 


This wasn’t a date. This was a prelude to a business relationship. This 
was just a get-acquainted dinner between the mother of the groom 
and the father of the bride. Between a real estate agent and aclient. 


Sure. And the moon is made of green cheese, Diana. That’s why you've got 
the jitters. That’s why it’s taken you over an hour to decide what to wear. 
That's why it feels as if your stomach has turned inside out every time you 
think about spending the entire evening with Lee Gabriel. 


She finally settled on a black crepe dress with a slim skirt and cap 
sleeves. Dressy, but not too dressy, she thought. She finished off her 
outfit with big gold hoop earrings and the heavy gold necklace she'd 
given herself the first time she'd sold a million-dollar property. Then 
she slipped her feet into black pumps. 


After spritzing herself with perfume, she gave a finishing touch to her 
hair. Then she stood in front of her full-length mirror and looked at 
herself. 


She twisted this way and that, trying to see herself from all angles. 


Not bad, Sorensen, for a forty-two-year-old broad. She grinned at her re- 
flection. She had never thought of herself as a beauty, like her sister 
Carol, who had been a runner-up in the Miss Texas contest when she 
was eighteen, or her sister Jackie, who had done some modeling as a 
teenager. But Diana was satisfied with the way she looked, even though 
it had taken her a long time to get used to her height. 


She wondered if she needed to lose a few pounds. No, she decided. She 
wasn’t the least bit fat. She was just a tall woman who wore a size nine 
shoe. Diana sighed. Why was it that people were never satisfied with 
the way they were? She had always wanted to be small and perky, like 
Sunny. And Sunny had indicated, more than once, that she’d give any- 
thing to be as tall as Diana. 


One thing Diana was thankful for, especially tonight, was that her hair 
wasn’t turning gray like a few of her friends’. Oh, maybe there were one 
or two gray hairs mingled among the gold, but her hair was so blonde, 
no one would notice them. She patted her hair again, liking the short, 
sleek style she’d adopted when she turned forty. 


As she stood there, her big male cat, Clyde, ogled her from his perch on 
the edge of her dresser. 


“What's the matter, big boy?” Diana said in her Mae West imitation. 
“Don’tcha like what you see?” 


Clyde made a sound that was a cross between a purr and a yelp. She 
reached over and ruffled the fur on top of his head. In turn, he nipped 
at her fingers. 


“Testy tonight, aren’t you?” Diana bent and kissed his head. “Where's 
your sister? Hiding behind the bed again?” Bonnie seemed to sense 


when Diana was expecting company, and always found a safe, hidden 
spot until the newcomer was gone. 


Well, I'm as ready as I'll ever be, Diana thought, even though, like Bon- 
nie, she almost felt like hiding herself. All the doubts she'd tried to sub- 
merge suddenly surfaced. 


It had been such along time since she’d felt this uncertainty. After her 
divorce, she'd been so unsure, so afraid she'd done something to cause 
Bill to turn to other women. It took a lot of years, and a lot of living, 
for her to realize that what had happened with Bill hadn’t been due to 
any lack on her part. Bill was what Bill was, and she'd been too young, 
and too flattered by his attention, to recognize that when she'd mar- 
ried him. 


Once she came to terms with that, she was okay. She'd been able to date 
other men, and she'd felt pretty confident of herself and her ability to 
keep them interested. She hadn't agonized over any of them. 


Why was Lee Gabriel different? 


Because he’s the first man in years who’s produced that toe-tingling feeling. 
Because you know he could be important to you. That’s why you’re so 
nervous. 


Darn, darn, darn. She should have said no. Why was she risking her 
hard-fought serenity, her comfortable life-style, her peace and inde- 
pendence? 


Oh, well. It was too late now. The die was cast. Nervous or not, ready or 
not, she’d accepted this date. 


After taking a last look at herself in the mirror, she shut off the light 
and went into the living room of her town house to wait for Lee’s ar- 
rival. Clyde followed her. 


The grandfather clock in her foyer had just finished its eighth chime 
when her doorbell rang. 


Taking a deep breath, Diana moistened her lips and opened the door. 


Wow, she thought. Wow. Wow. Wow. 


Lee looked outrageously attractive. He was dressed in tan slacks and 
matching shirt and some kind of nubby jacket the color of oatmeal. 


When he smiled, Diana's slaphappy heart decided to play leapfrog 
again. What was wrong with her? You'd think she'd never been close to 
aman before. And above all things, she wanted to be calm and in con- 
trol tonight. 


“Don’t you look nice?” he said with an approving smile, his gaze slowly 
traveling the length of her body and back up again. 


“Youdon't look so bad yourself,” she answered. That’s me, the mistress of 
understatement. “Would you like to have a drink before we go?” She ges- 
tured toward the living room. 


“{ made reservations for eight-thirty. Why don’t we just have a drink at 
the restaurant?” 


“all right.” 


“I'd love to see your town house, though. Maybe when we come home?” 
He swept an appreciative glance around the spacious foyer. “Well, 
whos this?” 


Clyde, aggressive as always, rubbed against Lee’s pant leg. 


“Clyde!” Diana grabbed at the cat. “Don’t let him do that, Lee. He'll get 
hair all over you.” Clyde’s fur was long and thick, the color of cham- 
pagne. 


Ignoring her admonishment, Lee bent to stroke Clyde. “How’s it going, 
tiger? Met any good-looking ladies lately?” 


Clyde preened. 
Lee grinned. “So have I.” His gaze met hers. “Maybe we'll both get lucky.” 


Diana felt as if he'd just poured hot maple syrup over her. She knew 
that if Lee Gabriel were to wrestle her to the floor right now and try to 
have his way with her, she'd probably help him. She couldn’t stop her- 
self from grinning at the thought of two middle-aged people like her 
and Lee groping and doing a heavy-breathingroutine on her Italian tile 
floor. 


“What's so funny?” he asked as they walked out the door. 
“Oh, nothing.” 


Parked in her driveway was a sleek, low-slung red Porsche. Diana 
chuckled. 


“Nowwhat’re you laughing about?” Lee said ashe opened the passenger 
door and helped her fold herself into the car. 


“Don’t you know that ared Porsche is the oldest cliché in the book for a 
man of your age?” 


“Don’t you know the reason clichés exist is that they’re so true?” he 
countered. Then he grinned, the corners of his eyes crinkling agree- 
ably in the hazy lavender twilight. “Ilove this car.” 


Diana nodded. It was a great car, and she had to admit, it suited Lee. 
“Where are we going?” 


“To Las Alamedas.” 


“Really?” She was delighted. she’d been sure he would take her some- 
where like Tony's or The Rainbow Lodge. 


“{ remembered what you said about the kind of food you like. I figured 
Las Alamedas was nice enough to be considered special, but Tex Mex 
enough to satisfy your picky taste buds.” 


That was very considerate of him, Diana thought. Especially since he 
probably preferred the continental cuisine of a restaurant like Tony’s. 


“ll tell yousomething,” he said ashe expertly shifted gears andturned 
from her street onto Memorial Drive. “It’s a secret.” 


“?’m waiting.” 
“{ loveTex Mex myself.” 


Diana grinned. Maybe tonight would turn out okay, after all. Maybe she 
could actually relax and have fun with Lee. Maybe she’d been worrying 
too much. 


“But even if I didn't—” He slanted a glance at her. 


The gleam in his eyes made Diana’s heart start to go bumpety-bump 
again. He shifted gears once more, and the car leaped forward. 


“Even if Ididn’t, it wouldn’t matter,” he murmured in asilky drawl that 
made her shiver. “Because I decided yesterday that pleasing you is my 
new number one priority.” 


Maybe she hadn't been worrying enough. 


Chapter Three 


Diana loved Las Alamedas. 
But Lee made her nervous. 


All evening he’d been everything any woman could ask for in a date. 
Attentive. Charming. Fun. 


So why was she still so jumpy? 


Could it have something to do with the fact that when he looked at her 
she got the feeling he was trying to decide whether he'd rather have 
her as dinner or as dessert? 


This man is dangerous, she repeated like a mantra, over and over again. 
Don’t let his charm and that wonderful smile fool you into letting 
down your guard. If you're not careful, he'll devour you whole. 


She shivered at the erotic image this thought conjured. Trying to get 
her mind off its risky course, she said, “Tell me about your job. All I 
know is that you work for Berringer. Just what is it you do?” 


Lee wiped his mouth with his napkin and set down his fork. “For the 
past ten years I’ve been Vice President of International Marketing, and 
I’ve been based in Europe—first in The Hague for three years, then 
in Paris for seven years. Berringer is a French company. Do you know 
much about it?” 


“No.” 


“Our primary business is the design and manufacture of well-logging 
tools. For the past few years, we’ve made a heavy investment in the re- 
search and design of custom drill bits.” 


Diana nodded. “And now? What are you doing in Houston?” 
“Now I've been named Executive VP with overall responsibility for both 
domestic and international sales. That’s why Berringer sent me backto 


Houston.” 


“So youre planning to stay here.” 


“Yes. At least until I retire. Which isn’t all that far off.” He grimaced. 
“I’m getting closer all the time.” 


“You make it sound as if you're an old man.” 


“Ts that a subtle way of asking my age?” he teased, his eyes twinkling. 
“It’s no secret. I’m forty-nine. Fast closing in on fifty.” 


The most sexy-looking forty-nine, almost fifty, Diana had ever seen. 
With the exception of Paul Newman, whom she thought would look 
sexyat ninety. 


“And how about you? You must have been a child bride,” he said. 


“Actually I was. I married at seventeen and wasa mother at eighteen.” 
She shrugged. “I’m getting up there, too.” 


“C'mon, Diana. You're in the prime of your life.” 
There was that mocking smile again. 


“Don’t you know that the French believe a woman isn’t even interest- 
ing until she turns forty?” he continued. 


“In America youth is admired. Age is to be prevented at all costs.” 
“I happen to agree with the French.” 


Lordy, she was no good at this flirty kind of talk. she wiped her palms 
against her dress. She was too out of practice. Heck, she’d never been 
inpractice. Look at her! She was a wreck! To change the subject, she 
said, “Why haven't you looked for a house yet? Kent told me you've 
been in Houston since June.” 


“Well, my in-laws have a guest house on their property—they live off 
lower Memorial Drive, near the Loop—and they insisted we use it.” 
While he was talking, he’d motioned to their waiter. After ordering 
coffee, he said, “For two reasons, I decided to accept their offer. First 
of all, [hadn’t lived in Houston for years, and I wasn’t sure if I wanted 
to buy a house or build a house, and secondly, the Marlowes—Allison’s 
grandparents—are crazy about Allison. She's their only grandchild, 
and with us living in Europe for so long, they didn’t see nearly enough 
of her.” He smiled. “I guess they want to make up for lost time.” 


So on top of a doting father, Allison had doting grandparents. 


“But I’m getting itchy for a place of my own, and now that I've settled 
into my new job, it’s time.” 


Over coffee and sopaipillas, they discussed the type of house he 
wanted and possible locations. He told Diana his price range and how 
he planned to finance the purchase. 


“T'd still like to get started tomorrow morning,” he added. 


“why don’t youlet me do some preliminary workin the morning, and 
after I get some appointments set up, I'll call you,” Diana suggested. 


He smiled. “Sounds good.” 


“Since that’s settled, and since tomorrow’s a working day for me, per- 
haps we should call it a night.” 


The ride back to her Memorial area town house didn’t take long. 
Diana lived at the end of the wooded street, near Buffalo Bayou, and 
night sounds surrounded them as he pulled into her driveway. Diana 
reached for the door handle automatically, then realized Lee was com- 
ing around to open her door. He took her hand to help her out, and 
when she stood, they were onlyinches apart. Her pulse quickened, and 
she felt a tingling anticipation. Diana slowly raised her eyes to gaze 
into his. For along moment neither of them moved. The warm night, 
the whisper of air through the tall pines, the croak of a bullfrog, the 
muted hum of traffic on Memorial Drive, the buzz of cicadas, the silvery 
moonlight dappling her driveway, the rustle of leaves stirred by a small 
animal: Diana's awareness of these sensory details was heightened as 
her body throbbed with expectation. 


She knew Lee wanted to kiss her. 
But she wasn’t going to let him. 


For she knew if she yielded to this crazy attraction, she would be invit- 
ing chaos into her life. 


And Diana liked her life exactly the way it was. So when he tried to kiss 
her she would be very mature and quietly askhim not to. 


Lee bent his head. 


Diana stiffened. 


And then he surprised the heck out of her. Instead of kissing her, he 
said, “Thank you for a wonderful evening.” He casually draped his arm 
around her shoulder. “I'll walk you to the door.” 


He certainly was smooth. He probably thought he’d thrown her off by 
not kissing her when she expected it. Diana smothered a smile. He 
couldn’t fool her. He would make his move at the door, but she’d be 
ready for him. Wouldn't he be surprised when she said, “No, thanks.” 
She was willing to bet very few women ever refused Lee Gabriel any- 
thing. 


They reached her door. Diana unlocked it and with her hand on the 
doorknob, turned to face him. “Goodnight, Lee,” she said firmly. 


“Goodnight, Diana. Talk to you tomorrow.” 


And then, to Diana’s consternation, he gave her a little salute, then 
turned and strode back down the walk toward his car. 


Something very like disappointment welled in her throat. She walked 
inside and closed the door, leaning against it for a few seconds while 
she tried to make sense out of her unreasonable reaction to Lee’s com- 
pletely reasonable behavior. 


No doubt about it. 
She was disappointed. 


She didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. 


Saturday morning Kent stood looking out the French doors leading to 
the side patio of the guest house where Allison and her father were liv- 
ing. The Marlowe property covered several acres, part of them wooded, 
and comprised not only the large Spanish-style main house and the 
small guest house, but a pool, a tennis court, and stables. Both Jinx and 
Howard Marlowe, Allison’s grandparents, were avid equestrians. As a 
young woman Jinx had ridden competitively, and Howard had served 
on the committee of the Pin Oak Horse Show for a dozen years. Lately 
he'd been trying to convince Kent to learn to ride. Kent liked Allison's 


grandparents, even though he wasn’t sure he’d ever feel entirely com- 
fortable around them. 


“I'm ready, Kent.” 


He turned at the sound of Allison's voice. As usual, she looked so beau- 
tiful she took his breath away. Today she wore a red jumpsuit with a 
wide gold belt around her waist and gold sandals on her feet. “You look 
great,” he said. 


His compliment brought a smile to her lips, and not for the first time, 
she reminded him of a sleek Siamese cat they used to have when he 
was a kid. The cat’s name had been Jasmine, and she had preened 
whenever his mother fed or petted her. The rest of the time she 
wouldn't give either him or his mother the time of day. 


He bent to kiss Allison, and everything else but how good she felt in 
his arms vanished from his mind. After a few seconds, Allison gently 
disengaged herself from the embrace. “You're going to mess up my lip- 
stick,” she warned. “Then I'll have to go repair it.” 


“T’m sorry. Let’s go.” 


They walked out into the sunny morning, and Allison, eyeing his 
seven-year-old Honda Civic, said, “Let's take my car today.” 


Kent tensed. “Why?” 
She pouted. “Oh, come on, Kent. Don’t be that way.” 


He sighed. “Honey, you're going to have to get used to the idea that 
I'll never be able to afford the kinds of things your father and your 
grandparents can afford.” The jaunty green Miata had been a birthday 
present from Howard and Jinx. “There’s not a thing wrong with my 
car.” 


“I know, but it’s sucha pretty day, and we can put the top down in my 
car,” she wheedled, slipping her arms around his waist and tilting her 
head up to look at him. “Please?” 


God, he couldn't resist her. But what harm was there in indulging her? 
Allhe really wanted was for her to be happy, and if riding in that car of 
hers made her happy, fine. “Okay. Okay. You win.” 


Her smile was dazzling. “I love you,” she said, and pulled his head down 
tokiss him. 


When she finally let him up for air, her eyes were shining with prom- 
ise. She dug into her purse and pulled out her keys. “You drive.” 


Forty-five minutes later they were seated on velvet chairs and looking 
at diamond engagement rings at Mason’s, a small local jewelers. Allison 
had wanted to go to Fred's or Tiffany’s, but Kent had put his foot down 
on those suggestions. “I can’t afford their prices. Sedgewick Mason is a 
friend of my mother’s. She helped him sell a house once, and he’ll give 
me agood deal.” 


Allison studied the tray of rings. She took so long, Kent felt oddly dis- 
turbed. “What's wrong?” he finally asked. 


She cut a glance at Sedgewick, who discreetly looked away. “Oh, I'm 
sorry. L.. 'm just having a hard time deciding” 


Kent frowned. As Allison touched first one ring, then another, Kent 
looked—really looked—at the ring on her right hand, the ring her fa- 
ther had given her for her twenty-first birthday. It wasa large emerald, 
adeep blue-green color that even Kent’s untrained eye knew meant the 
stone was very valuable. He swallowed uncomfortably. “Honey, I know 
these rings are not very large, but I'll make it up to you someday. I 
promise.” 


“IT understand, Kent. Really. It’s okay. These rings are beautiful. Here—” 
She finally chose one—a small solitaire set in yellow gold. “This one is 
very nice.” 


Kent looked at Sedgewick, who kept his face impassive. Then he looked 
back at Allison, who he knew was trying very hard to mask her disap- 
pointment. Kent felt like a heel. He had enough money in his savings 
account to buy her the kind of ring she deserved. When Grandmother 
Sorensen had died two years ago, she’d left him twenty-three thou- 
sand dollars, and he hadn't touched a penny of it. The trouble was, 
the money was earmarked for his start-up costs on his storefront law 
Office. 


“Sedgewick,” he said, “let’s see some larger stones.” 


“No, Kent...” Allison touched his arm, her tawny eyes soft. “Really. I 
don’t want you to spend money you don’t have. It’s okay.” 


“It’s not okay.” Suddenly Kent knew he couldn’t hold his head up again 
if he didn’t do this for her. Somehow the proper kind of ring symbol- 
ized everything she meant tohim. 


An hour later, with Allison blissfully turning her left hand from side 
to side to see how the sun’s rays made her perfect one anda half carat 
diamond sparkle, they were speeding their way back to the house, and 
Kent’s savings account had been seriously depleted. 


Kent wondered what his mother would say when she saw the ring. 


Diana was sure she was in the throes of a midlife crisis. 


How else to explain her absurd reaction to the most innocent conduct 
on Lee's part? Even a casual brush of his hand caused silly flutters in 
her stomach. Andif he actually flirted with her, her pulse rate went off 
the charts. 


She had to get agrip on herself. 


She was forty-two years old, for heaven's sake. In December, she would 
be forty-three. 


Certainly too levelheaded and mature to let any man affect her this 
way. 


She and Lee had been looking at houses since one o’clock that after- 
noon. In between looking at houses, they sat close together in the inti- 
mate confines of the Porsche. Diana hadn’t wanted to use his car, but 
he'd insisted. 


“Indulge me, okay? I hardly ever drove all the years we were in Paris. 
During the week I lived in a small apartment close to the office and 
walked to work. The weekends were the only time! ever got behind the 
wheel of a car, andthen it was only a Peugeot.” He stroked the gleaming 
chrome of the Porsche's hood. “Nothing like this baby.” 


Diana gave in. 


So all day, they'd been in and out of his sexy car, and of course, because 
it was built low to the ground and she was a tall woman, Lee very cour- 


teously helped her in and out. So he’d touched her a lot over the course 
of the afternoon. And each time, Diana reacted exactly the same way. 


Like a kid. 
Like a foolish kid with a big-time crush. 


And if all that wasn’t bad enough, Lee didn’t seem to like any of the 
houses she'd picked out for him to see. Since Diana was methodical, all 
the houses were located in the River Oaks or West University area. She 
was saving the Memorial area for Sunday. 


“Too gingerbready,” he said of the restored Victorian in West Univer- 


sity. 
Okay, she hadn’t really thought he’d like the Victorian. 


“Toomonolithic,” he said of the winner of several architectural awards 
in the River Oaks area. 


It wasa bit cold, she’d give him that. 
“Too traditional.” 

Well, maybe. 

“Too big.” 


Hadn’t he said he wanteda big house? Hadn't he specifically said he 
would be doing a lot of entertaining? 


“Too cramped and broken up.” 


Diana bit back the remark that she didn’t think he knew whathe 
wanted. 


“Too fussy.” 
“Too stark.” 
“Too rigid.” 


Diana frowned, feeling the beginnings of a headache coming on. She 
glanced at her watch. Five o'clock. “There’s one more house to look at 
today,” she said evenly, determined not to let him see her irritation. 


Diana thought this last house was the best of the bunch, which was 
why she’d saved it for last. 


As they approached the sprawling cedar ranch on the fringes of River 
Oaks, she watched Lee's face for his reaction. 


To her intense disappointment, he frowned and shook his head. 


“What's the matter with it?” She couldn't prevent her frustration and 
growing annoyance from showing in her tone. 


He shrugged as he parked the Porsche in the wide driveway. “I don’t 
know. I’m not crazy about the way it looks.” 


“Lee, are you sure you really want to buy a house?” For the first time 
that afternoon, the touch of hiswarm handas he helped her out of the 
car didn’t stir her senses. That’s it, she thought wryly. I'll just have to 
stay annoyed with him. Which might not be so hard, considering the 
way the day was going. 


He chuckled. “I’m sorry, Diana. I toldyou! was going to be a demanding 
client.” 


Was he laughing at her? Torn between the desire to say something sar- 
castic and the desire to keep him from knowing he was getting to her 
made Diana count to ten before she answered. “I’m used to demanding 
clients. Don’t worry. We'll find you a house.” 


They walked up the driveway, and Diana found the lock box. Soon 
they were inside the vacant home. Late afternoon sunshine streamed 
through the windows, and Diana could see dust motes floating in the 
air. 


“Let’s start from the back of the house,” she said as she walked through 
the wide center hallway that led straight intoa sunroom that faced the 
back of the property. 


Diana felt as if she'd stepped into a greenhouse. Everywhere she looked 
she saw green mixed in with a riot of colors from an incredible array of 
flowers. She smiled, enchanted with the room, then turned to see Lee’s 
reaction. 


He was standing so close to her she almost gasped. She automatically 
backed up a step. “Thisis a lovely room, isn’t it?” she said, and she could 
hear the breathless quality of her voice. 


“Lovely,” he echoed, though his eyes were not on the room, but on her 
face. 


Diana felt as if all the air had been squeezed out of her lungs as his 
warm, golden gaze captured hers. 


Without her even knowing howit had happened, he moved closer, and 
his hands settled on her arms. Through the taupe gabardine of her suit 
jacket, Diana could feel the heat of his touch. She wanted to look away 
from his potent gaze, but she couldn't seem to move. 


She swallowed. 


When his lips touched hers, she shuddered, and then she was in his 
arms, and her mouth was opening under his, and her entire body felt 
as if it was in the middle of a hot flash. 


Her last coherent thought before she gave herself over completely was, 
Oh, my God, I’m in bigger trouble than I thought. 


Chapter Four 


The kiss was like riding on the Ferris wheel. Teetering at the very 
top, high over the houses and trees and people, up among the bright, 
sparkly stars. Holding your breath, and then falling through the cool, 
clean night air—your heart beating hard, your stomach getting that 
hollowed-out, giddy feeling. 


The kiss was like sitting in the lead car on the roller coaster as it inched 
its way up that first incline, excitement twisting through your belly, 
and then hurtling down so fast your insides shot up into your throat, 
and when you reached the bottom to start the next climb you couldn’t 
speak without your voice quivering. 


The kiss was like going around and around on the carousel, the calliope 
music swelling around you, the horses dipping and soaring while the 
lights swirled in endless ribbons of diamonds and rubies and gold. 


Diana lost herself in the kiss. Time had no meaning. The world receded 
until there was only Lee. 


His taste. His touch. His smell. 


As he drew her further and further into the kiss, she clung to him and 
let the world spin around her. She had the strangest sensation that Lee 
was her anchor, that if she ever once let go, she'd whirl off into the 
stratosphere. 


When he finally broke the kiss, the sense of loss was so acute it was like 
a sharp pain in her heart. 


“I've wanted to do that from the first moment I saw you,” he said, his 
voice husky. 


Diana trembled with aftershock. Badly shaken, she couldn't meet his 
eyes. Her heart was still going like a triphammer, and her mind reeled 
in confusion. 


What had happened to her? What had happened to her highly prized 
control that it had slipped so easily? How could it be that a simple 
kiss could turn her into a quivering mass of emotions? But even as she 


asked herself the question, she knew the answer. There was nothing 
simple about the kiss Lee had just given her. 


Confused and flustered by her feelings and behavior, she shook free of 
his arms and deliberately turned her back on him. Calling on all her 
reserves, she told herself to calm down. It was just a kiss, for heaven’s 
sake, not the end of the world. 


“Diana?” He touched her right shoulder. “Is something wrong?” His 
voice sounded ragged, as if he was having trouble with his own emo- 
tions. 


Is something wrong? Everything was wrong. Oh, Lord, what a mess! 
Why had she let him kiss her like that? Right now she'd have given any- 
thing to turn the clock back five minutes. “No, nothing's wrong,” she 
mumbled. 


“Diana, come on. Please look at me.” 


She didn’t want to. She didn’t want to see his eyes—those smoky, 
golden eyes that seemed to strip away all the outer layers of her de- 
fenses. But she knew if she didn't, she'd be lost. Because then he would 
know how shaken she was. He would know he'd gotten to her. He 
would know how deeply his kiss had affected her, and she wanted to 
prevent that at all costs. She couldn’t afford to let him know how she 
felt. She had no intention of carrying this unwelcome attraction one 
step further than it had already gone. 


So she turned, steeling herself to look up into his eyes with an unwa- 
vering gaze. 


Lee smiled—a tender, sexy, cocky, man-smile that nearly did her in. 
“I knew kissing you would be fantastic.” With his right forefinger, he 
stroked her cheek. The soft caress sent whispers of desire through her. 
“Youre beautiful.” 


“Lee...” she said weakly. He kept looking at her mouth. Diana's insides 
had turned into melted butter. Why did he keep looking at her mouth? 


Now his voice was a husky murmur. “Why don’t we try that again? 
Why don’t we try it several times, in fact?” The smile that played at the 
corners of his mouth teased her. “Just to see if the second and third 
times are as good as the first... or maybe they'll be better...” 


Something molten slid through her at the promise in his voice and 
in his eyes. She could feel her heart knocking against her chest. 
she wasn't sure if she could ever breathe normally again. She fought 
against the weakness that threatened to overcome her. “That's not a 
good idea,” she said. Even to her own ears her voice sounded strange. 


His smile expanded. “Why, Diana,” he said softly, “I do believe youre 
frightened.” 


She stiffened. “That's ridiculous.” 
“Ts it?” 


Now his hand curled around her neck, and he tugged her closer. She 
shivered. His mouth was only inches from hers. Fascinated, she stared 
at the sensuous curve of his lips, his gleaming white teeth. She swal- 
lowed. If only she could allow herself to give in to the aching need 
pulsing through her. But that would be madness. Madness. Why, she 
hardly knew this man. And she simply wasn’t the kind of woman who 
jumped into bed with a virtual stranger. She’d learned long ago that 
actions carried consequences. Consequences you had to live with for a 
long, long time. 


Firmly, before she could change her mind, she reached up and re- 
moved his hand. She backed up a few steps. 


“Diana, why are you fighting this? I know youre just as attracted to me 
as I am to you. Why won't you admit it?” 


To buy time, she smoothed down her skirt. “Look, Lee,” she said when 
she finally raised her eyes once more, “whether I’m attracted to youor 
not is beside the point—” 


“Oh?” There was that damned cocky grin again. “And the point 
being...2” 


She took a measured breath, then said, “If you'd allow me to finish...” 
His eyes sparkled amber in the sunlight. “By all means, finish.” 


“I’m not interested in ... casual sex... and I have absolutely no desire 
for apermanent relationship, soI think the best thing we can dois for- 
get all about what just happened.” 


“see. You've got it all figured out, do you?” 


Was that a glint of anger in his eyes? Why should hebe angry? she’d 
just stated the truth. Funny how men couldn't handle the truth. They 
talked about women being emotional, but women were much more re- 
alistic than men. Men were just like babies, especially when it came to 
their masculinity. They couldn't believe there was a woman alive who 
could resist them. 


She lifted her chin. “Yes, I believe I do.” 


Now he no longer looked angry. He looked amused. Asif he knewa se- 
cret, and she didn't. Asif he were laughingat her! 


Anger ignited inside her. What was so darned funny? She stared at 
him. “It wasn’t hard to figure it out,” she said tightly. “I don’t think 
a person needs a Ph.D. to understand what happened here.” In other 
words, buster, I’ve got your number. 


“Diana...” His voice was soft. “What happened here is that I gave in to 
something I’ve wanted to do from the moment I set eyes on you. This 
is notabout casual sex. Believe it or not, I’m not interested in casual sex 
any more than you are. I’m more attracted to you than I have been to 
any woman in years. In fact, I can’t remember another woman who has 
ever affected me the way you do.” 


She hadto hold on to this anger. She had to remember Lee was a so- 
phisticated man who had probably practiced that same line on many 
women. Yet something about the look in his eyes told her he wasn’t 
just giving her aline. 


Now, stop that! That kind of thinking is going to land you in even more trou- 
ble! Furious with herself for weakening, she whirled and walked out of 
the sunroom. Whether Lee followed her or not was strictly up to him. 
She simply didn’t intend to spend one more minute alone with him in 
the vacant house. 


Just as she reached the front door, he caught up with her. His hand on 
her shoulder stopped her. He slowly turned her to face him. 


“What are you so afraid of?” he challenged. 


“T’m not afraid!” 


He gave her that infuriating, knowing smile again. “Well, you could've 
fooled me,” he said softly. “From wherel stood, I'd have sworn you were 
running away.” 


Diana clenched her teeth. “I’ve never run away from anything! I’m just 
bored with this conversation.” She yanked open the door and stalked 
out. She wished she hadn’t relented and let him drive his Porsche. She 
would have given anything to have her own car right now. 


I'd leave him standing right here in the driveway, she told herself. She 
huffed over to the passenger side of his car and waited for him to open 
the door. 


He took his sweet time about following her outside. As he walked to- 
ward her, he still had that cocky grin on his face. She felt like slapping 
him. But she refused to further elevate his inflated ego by responding, 
either verbally or by her facial expression. 


still smiling like a Cheshire cat, he strolled unhurriedly to her side of 
the car, leaned over and unlocked the door. He reached for her elbow. 
She shook off his hand and got into the car herself. She sat there and 
nursed her anger, telling herself he was too damned sure of himself. 
Who did he thinkhe was, anyway, that he could grab her and kiss her 
like that, then think she would fall into his hands like a ripe peach? 


Even as she berated herself, she knew Lee hadn’t grabbed her. He 
hadn’t forced her. She'd been a willing participant in that thousand- 
megawatt kiss. In fact, she’d loved being kissed by him. Loved it too 
much. Wanted the kiss to go on and on forever. Even now, just thinking 
about the kiss, a pulsing ache settled into her nether-regions. 


she kept her chin defiantlyraised as Lee started the car and backed out 
of the driveway. She felt absurdly close to tears, which astounded her. 


She hadn’t cried in years. She was tough. She'd learned early in life 
that tears were useless. They certainly weren’t for her. Tears were for 
women who didn’t realize it was foolish to depend on anyone other 
than yourself. Tears were for women who thought happily ever after 
came automatically with a wedding band. 


She stared out the window, seeing nothing. She was so angry with 
herself. Why had she returned his kiss like that? You'd think she was 
starved for a man's attention, and nothing could be further from the 
truth. She didn’t want a man in her life. She didn’t need a man in her 


life. She didn’t need anyone. Her life was just fine the way it was, thank 
you very much. 


Lee didn’t try to make conversation as they drove toward her town 
house, and she was grateful. Maybe her luck would hold and he’d make 
it easy on both of them by not bringing up the subject of the kiss again. 


But somehow, she doubted that. 


Lee slanteda glance in Diana’s direction as he pulledinto her driveway. 
What was she thinking? He knew from the way she held her body— 
stiff and unyielding—that she was still upset and angry. 


After he'd kissed her—after they'd kissed each other, he amended— 
and she wouldn’t look at him, he’d thought she was just embarrassed 
because of the sparks they'd ignited together. After all, it wasn't every 
day that a first kiss was so... Even in his mind, Lee couldn't think of a 
word to describe the kiss. 


He still couldn’t get over the unexpected feelings aroused by that kiss. 
He’d always felt a little superior to men who went off the deep end for 
a woman. He’d always thought men who acted that way were just a bit 
juvenile. He’d never expected to feel like a lovesick kid again. 


But damned if he didn’t. 
When he'd kissed her, every hormone in his body had gone haywire. 
And she'd felt exactly the same way. He knewit. 


He hadn't wanted to stop kissing her. He’d just come up for air, with 
every intention of capturing her sweet, hot mouth again. In fact, he’d 
wanted to explore much more than her mouth. He’d wanted to touch 
her as well as kiss her. He’d wanted to make love to her. Right there. If 
she’d have let him, he’d have had her on the floor and undressed in less 
than twenty seconds. His reaction to her had been elemental and gut- 
level. 


He smiled to himself. 


Me, man. You, woman. 


He’d wanted to beat his chest. Claim her. Stamp her as his. 
That kiss and what it had done to him was incredible. 


Thinking about it, he could feel himself reacting, feel his body's re- 
sponse to the idea of Dianalying naked on the floor of that house, with 
the sunshine pouring in through the glass walls. He moaned softly as 
he turned off the ignition. 


He had to think fast. Teasing her out of her embarrassment—if that’s 
what it was—hadn’t worked. In fact, it had backfired. What should he 
do now? 


He looked at her. 


She didn’t look at him. He studied her profile, tenderness flowing 
through him as he saw how her chin was lifted, as if she were defying 
the world. 


Diana.She’d been aptly named, he thought. The goddess Diana had 
been a huntress—strong and proud. And his Diana was strong and 
proud, too. She was so used to being in charge of her life and her emo- 
tions. Maybe she didn’t like the loss of controlthey’d both experienced. 
Maybe that’s why she was acting this way. 


He reached out and touched her forearm. 


Slowly she turned her head toward him. Her lovely eyes glistened in 
the late-afternoon sunlight. Her face was set in strained lines. 


Lee was ashamed of himself for his earlier teasing. He could see that 
Diana really was frightened, but taunting her about it was not the way 
to change her mind about him. He had rushed her, and if he didn’t 
want to blow his chances with her completely, he’d better back off. 
Diana needed her own space, and if she thought he was going to crowd 
her, she'd refuse to have anything more to do with him. 


And Lee didn’t want that. So he said softly, “I’m sorry youre upset, 
Diana.” 


Something flickered in the depths of her eyes. 


“Can we start over again?” 


“What do youmean?” she said cautiously. 


He could see the wariness. Diana the huntress still felt like Diana the 
prey. 


“Let’s try to be friends. Get to know each other. Spend some time 
together.” 


“We're spending time together. I'm showing you houses, remember?” 


“That’s business. Let’s forget business for at least the rest of today. Let 
me take you to dinner tonight. I promise I won't try to kiss you again.” 
He couldn’t stop himself from adding, “Unless you want me to, that is.” 


She was shaking her head. “No, Lee. I’m tired. I went out with you last 
night. Tonight Ijust want to stay home. Alone.” 


He nodded. “What about tomorrow?” 

“What abouttomorrow?” 

“Would you like to do something tomorrow?” 

“We are doing something tomorrow. We're looking at houses.” 


“Forget the houses for now. I’m not even sure about what neighbor- 
hoods I like. Tell you what. Let’s just spend the day tomorrow looking 
at Houston neighborhoods. We can ride around, let me get a better feel 
for the market. And...” He kept his voice as casual and empty of pres- 
sure as he was capable of doing. “We can have lunch together and get 
to know each other better.” He smiled reassuringly. “Strictly friends, I 
promise.” 


She hesitated only afew seconds, then gave him a half smile and said, 
“All right. It’s a deal.” 


Relief coursed through Lee. He squeezed her arm, then opened his 
door and walked around to let her out of the car. He followed her up 
the walk, admiring the way her long legs looked as she walked briskly 
in her neat pumps. She walked tall, with her head up, and that was an- 
other thing he liked about her. Diana would face everything head-on, 
with no apology, and very little fear. And when she was afraid, she pre- 
tended she wasn't. Like shaking her fist at the devil. 


Lee really liked that. Diana would never cower. It was refreshing to him 
to find a woman so confident of herself, yet endearing to see that she 
was also vulnerable. 


Smart and strong yet vulnerable and sexy. A perfect mix, he thought. 
As they reached her door, she turned. “Well..” 


To put her at ease and let her know he wasn’t going to try anything— 
that he was a man of his word—Lee held out his hand, and she took 
it. They shook hands briefly, which seemed incongruous to him after 
what they'd so recently shared, but he could see the relief in Diana’s 
eyes. Good. She'd relaxed her guard alittle. 


“See you in the morning, then. I'll pick you up at ten,” he said. 
“Okay.” 
“Dress casually,” he added. “Might as well be comfortable.” 


As he strode down the walk to his car, he whistled happily. 


The whistle caused a tremor of fear to slide down Diana's spine. He 
sounded entirely too happy. She shut the front door and leaned against 
it, closing her eyes, finally allowing the tension twisting her insides to 
dissolve. Clyde sidled up against her, meowing for attention, and she 
absentmindedly petted him. 


She shouldn't have agreed to Lee’s plans for the next day. But without 
knowing he was doingit, he’d found her most vulnerable spot. 


Sundays. 


Unlike most other women she’d talked to, who seemed to hate spend- 
ing Saturday nights alone, if Diana were to feel any emptiness or lone- 
liness in her life, it would always hit her on a Sunday. Maybe that was 
because Sundays had always been such companionable days when she 
and Bill had been married, and even later, when Kent was still living at 
home. Since Bill was an ex-jock anda coach, Sundays had always been 
filled with sports. Sports and church and family outings. 


And then, after the divorce, during all the years that Kent was growing 
up, he spent his Saturdays with his father, but Diana always made sure 
she saved Sundays for him. She worked hard the rest of the week, but 
on Sundays she and Kent were a tradition. They would pick up Di- 
ana’s mother, and the three of them would go to church, then out for 
brunch. 


On Sunday afternoons they always did whatever Kent wanted to do. 
They would drop Barbara at her house, because by the end of brunch 
Diana would have had enough of her mother’s complaining, plus she 
felt it was important for her and Kent to spend some time alone. 


If it was a rainy day, maybe they'd go to a museum or art gallery. Or 
maybe they’d shop, then go to the movies, then have dinner out, too. 
Sometimes they went to cat shows, or baseball games, or to see the 
Oilers play. Sometimes they went roller-skating or ice-skating at the 
Galleria. Once they even went out to Intercontinental Airport and for 
hours they watched the big jets take off. Diana smiled, remembering 
the starry look in Kent’s nine-year-old eyes. He’d so loved the big jets. 
For his tenth birthday she’d bought them round-trip tickets to Dallas 
for a weekend, just so he could have the experience of flying in a jet. 
She'd never forget his wide-eyed expression when the plane hurtled 
down the runway, and his excited squeal when they lifted off. 


Inthe summer they might go tothe beach for the day or to Astroworld, 
or maybe just spend the entire day at their subdivision pool. They'd 
done all the things native Houstonians don’t usually do, like visit the 
San Jacinto Monument and tour NASA and ride the Bolivar ferry. See- 
ing these things through Kent’s eyes had made the excursions special 
for Diana. 


She’d loved Sundays. Looked forward to them. Felt a deep contentment 
in the simple sharing of time with the family she loved. 


So the past few years had been tough for her, because inevitably, as 
Kent grew older, he found other interests. He developed his own life, 
and although he was still attentive and still made it a point to try to 
spend at least one Sunday a month with her, Diana had felt abig gap in 
her life. And she hadn’t wanted Kent to feel guilty about it, either. God 
knows, she sure didn’t want to be like her own mother—whining and 
complaining about how her children neglected her. In fact, there were 
times Diana had had to bite her tongue to keep from saying what she 


was thinking whenever her mother started in on her. Diana had never 
neglected her mother. 


And Kent had never neglected Diana. 


Still... Sundays were tough. Even for someone like her, who really 
thought she had the perfect life. She really didhave the perfect life, 
she mused. She could do whatever she wanted whenever she wanted. 
No one to answer to. No one to make demands on her time. No one to 
worry about. 


If she felt like eating spaghetti for breakfast and cereal for dinner, she 
could. If she didn’t feel like eating at all, she didn’t have to. If she 
wanted to stay in her nightgown all day Sunday, there was no one to 
look ather as if she were a lazy slug. And if she wanted to plop onto the 
couch with a huge bowl of buttered popcorn and watch mindless TV 
shows, she could do that, too. So what was she griping about? 


She pushed herself away from the door and slowly climbed up the 
stairway to the second level and her bedroom. Honestly, what was 
wrong with her? She was acting maudlin and stupid. Was that all it 
took? Some man to take notice of her, and she’d revert to being some- 
one she’d stopped being years ago? Someone who wanted the security 
of a person to spend Sundays with? 


“Diana Sorensen,” she said aloud. “Stop this. You have no desire to be 
married again. You don’t even want any kind of ongoing relationship. 
You know how demanding something like that is, and you haven't got 
room in your life for it! Can you even imagine a man putting up with 
the fact that you work about sixty hours a week?” 


Clyde, who had followed her upstairs, butted her leg for more atten- 
tion, and Bonnie crept out from under the bed. Diana petted both 
briefly, then shooed them away so she could change clothes. 


She continued to think about Lee as she shed her businesslike outfit 
and put on her comfortable faded jeans and a T-shirt. She knew she 
was right to be wary of Lee. Even if she didthink it would be nice to 
have a man to do things with, Lee Gabriel was not that man. She’d 
better remember that Lee Gabriel was the father of the girl her son 
was engaged to marry. If she and Lee were to start something, the day 
would arrive when their affair would come to its natural demise. And 
what then? She'd be uncomfortable around him for the rest of her life. 


No. Impossible. Completely impossible. And if Lee said one word to- 
morrow about the two of them, she'd set him straight. Tell him every- 
thing she’d been thinking. Because any kind of romantic relationship 
between Diana and Lee would never work out. 


sunday dawned bright and clear, a perfect September day. The temper- 
ature had even cooperated. Instead of the blazing heat of the previous 
weeks, the mercury was only supposed to climb to the mid-seventies. 
Diana walked out onto her second-story deck, which Kent had laugh- 
ingly said reminded him of the tree house he'd had as a boy because of 
the way it was tucked up under the sheltering pines and leafy ash trees 
prevalent in Gulf Coast Texas. 


A squirrel, startled by her silent approach, scurried up the trunk of the 
nearest tree, then studied her with solemn eyes from the safety of his 
perch a few feet away. Diana chuckled and leaned over the railing. She 
tooka deep breath of the fresh morning air. It really was going to be too 
beautiful a day to spend indoors. Fora while after she’d gotten up, she’d 
toyed with the idea of calling Lee and canceling their appointment. 
She refused to callit a date. 


But if she did that, she would be running away—the thing Lee had 
accused her of doing and she'd so vehemently denied. She'd never run 
away from anything. Or anyone. No, she had to set Lee straight today, 
make him understand that they were never going to be more than 
friendly parents whose children were married to each other. She had 
to take control of the situation. After all, hadn’t she always known it 
was the woman's job to set the tone for aman-woman relationship? 


Sighing, Diana walked back inside her bedroom and shut the sliding 
glass door. As she dressed in jeans and a royal blue summer-weight 
sweater, she decided that before the day was over, she would get Lee’s 
agreement to keep their relationship one of friendship only. 


Shoot, she was probably agonizing over this for nothing. Lee was a 
smart man. He had probably gone home, thought about it and come 
tothe same conclusion she'd come to. Undoubtedly, he was already re- 
gretting his impulsive act of the day before and had made up his mind 
not to repeat it. 


"What are you planning to do today, Daddy?” 


Lee turned at the sound of Allison's voice. She leaned against the frame 
of the doorway between the kitchen and the dining room. She was 
dressed in tennis whites and carried her racket. She looked young, 
fresh and beautiful. He smiled at her. "Diana is showing me around 
Houston neighborhoods today.” 


An almost imperceptible frown marred his daughter's smooth fore- 
head. “I thought you looked at houses yesterday.” 


“We did, but I suggested we spend today driving around the different 
sections of the city. I’m still not sure where I want to buy, and we're 
wasting her time and mine by looking at houses in too many places.” 
He thought his explanation sounded reasonable. 


“From the way Kent has bragged about his mother’s expertise, 1 would 
have thought she'd do that kind of thing first.” The frown deepened. “I 
was afraid it wasn’t a good idea for you to work with her. Now, even if 
you're unhappy with her work, you won't be able to change agents.” 


“Don’t blame Diana, Allison. It’s my fault. I didn’t give her any guide- 
lines. In fact, I told her to show me a little of everything.” He waited 
a second, then added, “Kent's mother is doing a good job. It’s going to 
take some time, of course, because the kind of house I want won't be 
found in a day, but she'll find me the right one.” 


“Thope so.” 


“You sound doubtful.” He studied the cloudy look in her eyes. “What’s 
the matter, honey? Don’t you want me to work with her? I thought you 
liked Diana.” 


“{ do, Daddy.” She made a visible effort to smile at him, but he thought 
the smile seemed forced. 


“Then what's the problem?” 


“There's no problem. I just know how important it is for you to have 
the right kind of house. I also know how exacting you can be. I don’t 
want you to feel you owe this sale to Kent’s mother because of me.” 
She smiled and walked over to him. Standing on tiptoe, she kissed his 
cheek. He hugged her briefly and returned her kiss. She smelled good. 


“Well, ’'m leaving now,” she said. “I’m meeting Kent at the club. We're 
going to play tennis, then have lunch.” 


“Sounds like fun. Have a nice day, sweetheart.” 


“You, too, Daddy.” She walked toward the door, hesitated, then 
stopped. She turned. “How about if Kent and I pick up a few steaks? 
We can do them on the grill, and the three of us can eat dinner here 
tonight.” Her smile was bright and innocent. “It'll give you a chance to 
spend some time with Kent. Get to know him better.” 


Why did her smile seem somehow wrong to him? Why did it seem to 
say, look what a clevergirl Iam? Why didhe get the feeling she wanted to 
be sure he didn’t spend the evening as well as the day with Diana? 


He kept his tone offhand as he said, “Thanks, honey. I appreciate your 
offer. But I don’t know how long it’s going to take us today. I may just 
take Diana out to dinner before I take her home. After all, she’s giving 
up her Sunday for me.” 


Annoyance flashed through Allison’s amber eyes. “It’s her job to spend 
weekends working with clients. Besides, you tookher to dinner Friday 
night.” 


“So? I like her. She’s very good company.” Yes, his daughter was defi- 
nitely annoyed. And who knows, maybe she even felt a bit possessive. 
She hadn’t had to share him for a long time. “Come on, sweetheart, 
lighten up. I thought you'd be pleased that Kent’s mother and I are get- 
ting along so well.” 


There was that frown again that said she was anything butpleased. 
“Well, of course, I’m pleased. It’s just that—” 


“Well, good,” he said, interrupting. “Since youre pleased and rm 
pleased, we don’t have a problem, do we?” 


She looked as if she wanted to say something else, but she didn’t. In- 
stead she sighed. “No. We don’t have a problem.” 


Chapter 5 


T have a problem, Diana thought. 


She knew she’d been kidding herself the minute she’d glimpsed Lee 
striding up her walk, looking much too sexy for her peace of mind in 
snug-fitting jeans, soft suede boots and an open-necked yellow shirt 
that emphasized his deep tan and golden-brown eyes. She took one 
look and knew it wasn’t going to be as easy as she'd hoped to forget 
about what had happened between them. 


Good heavens, how could she hope to stay cool and professional when 
just looking at him made her feel hot and giddy? How could she hope 
tokeep their relationship light and friendly when someoneas potently 
male as Lee was around? Whether she liked it or not, there was a 
strong element of sexual awareness between them, and pretending it 
wasn’t there simply wasn’t going to work. 


The trouble was, everything about this man got her engine going. 
When she was around him, she never forgot for one minute that she 
was a woman and he was aman. 


God knows, she was trying. 


All morning she fought to keep her thoughts on houses and neighbor- 
hoods and the big fat sales commission her agency would receive from 
the sale of a house to Lee. 


All morning her thoughts kept straying to details such as the appeal- 
ing shape of Lee’s hands on the steering wheel. Then inevitably, she’d 
imagine how those hands would feel whispering over her skin. 


She got so angry with herself, she wanted to spit. 


And what made it all worse was that Lee acted like a perfect gentle- 
man. Friendly. Casual. Not even a hint of flirtation. He acted exactly the 
way Diana had hoped he would act. Exactly the way she’dintended to 
act. 


It was enough to make a grown woman cry. 


Lee was proud of himself. It had been hard, but not once during the 
morning had he said one thing to scare Dianaoff. He'd spent two hours 
sitting only inches away from her in the car without making a move 
or saying a word that was too personal or had even a hint of a sexual 
overtone. 


He'd looked at neighborhoods. He'd discussed prices, areas, types of 
homes and the housing market. In other words, he'd been good. 


It was time for a reward. 


He grinned, sneaking a look at Diana. Damn, she looked great in those 
jeans. She filled them out perfectly. He sure did like a woman with 
some meat on her bones, and Diana curved in and out in all the right 
places. 


Today she looked gorgeous in her bright blue sweater that intensified 
the deep blue of her eyes. He'd never been particularly partial to blue- 
eyed blondes, but Diana, with eyes the color of an Alpine sky and hair 
the color of sunlight, had certainly changed his mind. 


“Tt’s time for lunch,” he announced. “My stomach is complaining.” 
She turned toward him. “Okay. Where would you like to eat?” 


His breath caught at the artless allure of her smile. That was another 
thing he liked about her. She wasn't studiedly flirtatious, constantly 
“on” as so many women seemed to be. “I’ve already picked out a place,” 
he answered. “Do you mind?” 


“No. Of course not.” 


It amazed Lee that Diana didn’t ask questions. She just settled back in 
her seat and waited to find out where they were going. He wondered 
what she'd say when they got there. 


Her reaction was worth waiting for. Her eyes widened, and her mouth 
dropped open when he pulled into the entrance to Hermann Park. 
Without saying anything, he got out of the car and walked around to 
her side to help her out. She still looked speechless. 


“Watch it,” he teased. “A bug's going to fly in if you keep your mouth 
open like that!” 


“We're having a picnic?” she finally said, obviously disbelieving as she 
tagged after him and watched him open the trunkand pullout the pic- 
nic basket he’d prepared earlier. Then she laughed, the sound delight- 
ful and infectious. 


“We sure are.” He grinned, pleased with himself. Pleased with her reac- 
tion. Pleased with the whole world. “I hope you like fried chicken.” 


“Don’t tell me youfried chicken?” Laughter still bubbled in her voice. 


They walked toward one of the empty picnic tables, where Lee, using 
the cloth he'd had the foresight to pack, wiped off the benches and top 
of the table. 


“I cannot tell a lie. I stopped and bought it on the way to your house.” 


She shook her head, her amusement tipping her lips. Her eyes sparkled 
in the sunlight, and a breeze lifted her hair. She looked fresh and lovely 
and much younger than her forty-two years. Lee wanted to kiss her, 
right there in the middle of the park, where anyone might see them. 


But he didn’t. He’d madea promise to himself that he would let noth- 
ing spoil this day. He wanted it to be perfect. He wanted Diana to re- 
member it with pleasure. He wanted her to think about it often so that 
she’d look forward to spending other days—and nights—with him. So 
he ignored his desire to kiss her, and began unpacking the cooler and 
picnic basket. He hoped he hadn’t forgotten anything. 


He had thought of everything. 


Amazed, Diana watched as Lee spread a checkered cloth over the table, 
then laid out two earthenware plates, cutlery, and two plastic tum- 
blers. Next came salt and pepper shakers, the fried chicken—the sight 
of which made Diana’s mouth water—a container of cole slaw, another 
of potato salad, rolls, pickles, olives and something that looked suspi- 
ciously like apple pie. 


“Don’t tell me you baked that pie?” she said. 


Another of his irresistible smiles played over his mouth. “Randall’s 
Bakery.” 


She nodded. She had practically supported Randall’s Bakery single- 
handedly over the years. 


“But I didmake the iced tea.” 
“That’s a relief. 1 think! can live with that.” 
“what do youmean?” 


Diana grimaced. “Well, I’m a terrible cook. And if yowd made all this—” 
she gestured toward the laden table “—I was going to start feeling re- 
ally inadequate.” 


“Well...” 
She narrowed her eyes. “Well, what?” 


“I ama pretty good cook,” he confessed sheepishly. “The only reason I 
didn't fix lunch myselfis that I didn’t have enough time to get it ready.” 


“Do you do everythingwell?” she asked, without thinking. 
His warm gaze captured hers. “I don’t know. DoI?” 


Diana wanted to curl into aball and disappear. Whyhad she said some- 
thing so suggestive? 


He laughed. “Tell you what.1’ll let you be the judge of that. One of these 
daysT’llinvite you for dinner.” His eyes twinkled. “Show youanother of 
my talents.” 


She nodded, still embarrassed by her remark. To cover her embarrass- 
ment, she said, “Have you always been interested in cooking?” 


He shrugged. “No. I got interested when we were living in France. I 
tooka couple of classes and found I really enjoyed it.” 


“So you're a Renaissance man.” She wondered how many other talents 
she’d discover if she got to know him better. Then she pushed the 
thought away. She wasn’t goingto get to know him better. She'd already 
decided that. 


He only smiled and said, “Come on. Let’s eat.” 


Lunch was delicious, Diana thought as she sat across from him. She 
felt all the tensions of the week slipping away as she soaked up the 
atmosphere: the soft breeze, the laughter of toddlers playing, the 
warmth of the sun on her shoulders, the impressive view of the Medi- 
cal Center in the distance. She’d always loved this area of the city—the 
nearby museum district, the leafy broad streets, the mix of beautiful 
neighborhoods and culture. 


She couldn't imagine how anything could top this day for perfect con- 
tentment. For the first time in along time she hadrreally looked around 
her, really savored the moment. She remembered the words from an 
old song about taking time to stop and smell the roses. She hadn’t done 
enough of that the past few years. 


She nearly sighed when Lee said, “Well, should we begin packing 
things up?” 


“Okay.” All good things must come to an end, she told herself, 


But Lee had another surprise in store for her, and this one charmed 
her even more than the picnic lunch. 


He drove from Hermann Park straight tothe zoo. Pulling into a parking 
place with a flourish and a wicked twinkle in his eyes, he gave her 
a sideways glance and said, “I’m tired of looking at people-neighbor- 
hoods. I thought we'd see how the animals live.” 


She knew she should take him to task. She knew she should be irritated 
that he was so high-handed with her time. She knew she had no busi- 
ness having this much fun. 


Instead she smiled. 


What the heck, she thought. It’s only one day. There's no law that says I 
have to be sensible every single day of my life. 


Kent dropped Allison off at home with the promise that he'd be back at 
seven for dinner. They'd decided to grill some steaks and eat dinner at 
her place. Since he now had a free afternoon, he decided he would go 
backto his apartment, put on his bathing trunks and lie out by the pool 
while he caught up on some of his reading. 


When Kent walked into the apartment, the first thing he checked was 
the answering machine. The light was blinking, so he pushed the mes- 
sage button. 


Hi, Kent. It’s me, Nikki. Mom told me about your engagement. Congratula- 
tions. Call me when you get a chance. Talk to you later... 


Kent eyed the phone. He knew he should have called Nikki before this, 
but like a coward, he'd put it off. Although he'd never discussed it with 
anyone, he knew Nikki wasin love with him. The knowledge made him 
uncomfortable, and had really put a strain on their relationship the 
past year, which made him feel terrible, because he loved Nikki. Unfor- 
tunately, though, loving her wasn’t the same as being in love with her. 


Nikki was special, and he felt about her the way he imagined he would 
have felt about a younger sister. She was a pal, she was a friend and he'd 
always been able to talk to her about anything. 


Until a year ago when there had been an almost imperceptible change 
in their relationship. He knew Nikki had tried hard not to let on how 
she felt about him, but he knew her so well she couldn't hide that kind 
of thing from him. 


They'd never talked about it. He knew Nikki never would. She had too 
much pride. 


He closed his eyes. Damn. Well, he might as well get it over with. He 
couldn't avoid her forever. He knew she was hurting, but there wasn’t 
anything he could do about it. He loved being with Nikki, but he’d 
never wanted to kiss her. When he was with Allison, kissing her and 
wanting her was pretty much all he could think about. 


Before he lost his nerve, he dialed Nikki’s telephone number. She an- 
swered on the second ring. 


“Hello?” 
“Nikki? It’s Kent.” 


“Oh, hi, Kent!” Her voice sounded cheerful. Too cheerful. “I should be 
really mad at you! Why didn’t you call me to tell me your news? Why 
did Ihave to hear about your engagement from my mother?” 


“I'm sorry, Nik. Imeant to, but then Mom told me your mother knew, so 
I figured she'd already passed the word.” 


“Well... 1 guess I forgive you.” 


Pain knotted in Kent’s chest as he listened to the false brightness in 
her tone, the faked coyness, which was so unlike Nikldi. “I knew you 
would,” he said softly. 


“But don’t let it happen again!” Then her voice turned serious and she 
added softly, “I’m happy for you, Kent. I really am. I just wanted youto 
know that. I wish you and... Allison... .all the happinessin the world.” 


“Thanks, Nik. That means a lot to me. Youre my best friend.” 
“You... our friendship means alot to me, too.” 


He heard the ache in her voice, the pain she could no longer disguise. 
He also heard the determination to keep herself under control, and he 
admired that. Nikki was a fighter. She always had been. He'd always en- 
vied that quality in her, because he’d never been a fighter. “We'll always 
be friends,” he said softly. “You know that, don’t you?” 


“Of course, I know that.” She laughed. “Why are we so serious all of a 
sudden? Thisisn’t a time for seriousness, this is atime for celebration. 
Let's party!” 


He laughed, too, but more out of relief than out of amusement. Yes, 
she definitely was a fighter. She’d get over this. She’d meet someone 
else, fall in love and someday maybe they’d be able to laugh about this 
conversation. “That's a good idea. I’ll talk to Allison. Maybe we can get 
abunch of the gang together and go out on the town some night soon.” 


“Td like that.” 
“Td like that, too.” 


They talked a few more minutes, then Nikki said, “Well, I’m supposed 
to be somewhere at two-thirty, and if I don’t get going, I’m gonna be 
late.” 


After he hung up the phone Kent sighed deeply. He was certainly glad 
that was over. Maybe the next time he talked to Nikki, they'd be past 
this awkwardness. She would have had a chance to adjust to the news, 


and he would be better able to smooth things over and make this tran- 
sition easier for her. He hadto make it easier for her. If he didn’t, she 
would avoid him, and they would grow apart. 


No, he didn’t want that. Nikki really waslike his sister. He didn’t want 
tolose that connection. 


Okay, so he and Allison would have to make an effort to see Nikki, to 
let her know they valued her asa friend. So she wouldn’t feel shut out. 
Tonight, he’d talk to Allison about Nikki, and between the two of them, 
they ought to be able to come up with a plan. 


Going to the zoo with Lee was so much fun, Diana almost felt like a kid 
again. She glanced at Lee, who was striding along beside her. It was late 
in the afternoon, and they had just passed the monkey cage, where ear- 
lier they'd spent a pleasurable half hour watching the monkeys’ antics. 


“You've had a good time today, haven’t you?” Lee asked. He tossed an- 
other piece of popcorn to the marauding pigeons who seemed to be 
everywhere. 


“I havehad a good time.” She grinned. “But my feet hurt.” 


“Well, it’s time to get you off them, then.” He tossed the last few 
remaining pieces of popcorn into the air, and the pigeons swooped 
down, wings flapping and mouths squawking. “Ready to go?” 


Although reluctant to see the day end and a return to the real world, 
Diana nodded. “I’ve had a really wonderful time today, Lee. I don’t 
often get the chance to goof off like this, and it’s been great. Thanks.” It 
was probably a good thing the day was over. She didn’t have a whole lot 
of her resolve left. 


“Ym glad you had fun.” He put his arm around her shoulders in a 
friendly, offhand gesture. “But it’s not over yet. I have tickets for the 
Paul Simon concert out at the Mitchell Pavilion tonight.” 


Diana stared at him. She loved Paul Simon. She’d never seen him in per- 
son. She could feel the rest of her resolve floating off with the breeze. 


Lee squeezed her shoulder. “We'll swing by your place so youcan get a 
jacket or something, then head on out tothe concert. We can stop for a 
sandwich or a pizza on the way. What do you say?” 


“I say it looks as if you have everything all planned.” As if there was no 
question in your mind that I'd go. 


“T used to be a Boy Scout. I never forgot the motto.” 


His smile made his eyes crinkle up at the corners. That smile was going 
to be her undoing, she knew it. 


Diana knew she should be angry that he was so sure of himself, so 
certain she'd go along with his plans. It surprised her that she wasn’t. 
It surprised her that for achange it was kind of nice to let someone else 
make the decisions. “I’ve never been to the Pavilion,” she said slowly. 


“T haven't, either, but my secretary tells me it’s a great place when the 
weather's nice.” 


“Then what are we waiting for?” Diana said. “Let's get going.” 


“Kent, youre kidding yourself, you know that, don’t you?” Allison said 
with an exasperated look. She put aside her napkin. 


“what do you mean?” Kent drained his glass of iced tea. 


They had just finished dinner, and he had brought up the subject of 
Nikki, telling Allison about the conversation between them. 


“She's head over heels in love with you. A blind person could see that. I 
saw it the first time I met her. So there’s no way she’s going to remain 
your friend. It would be too uncomfortable. .. for all of us.” 


“My friendship with Nikki is too important to me to let our engage- 
ment make a difference.” He frowned. “Why can’twe be friends?” 


“Men and women can’t have platonic friendships,” Allison said, her 
tawny eyes glittering in the candlelight. “Sooner or later, the man- 
woman thing crops up.” 


“That sounds so cynical to me. Nikkiand I have been friends since I was 
six years old. I don’t want to lose that, and I don't think I have to.” 


“Kent, darling, what you view as cynical is simply realistic. You and 
Nikki were friends for so long without a problem because for most of 
those years, you were kids. Now you're a man and a woman, and the 
woman is in love with you. Can’t yousee how really impossible it would 
be to pretend everything was still the same?” 


A feeling of disquiet gripped Kent. This wasn't the first time they’d 
had a disagreement over a fundamental principle, but this was the first 
time their differences had bothered him. 


His face must have shown his thoughts, because Allison, voice soft, 
said, “You're such a romantic. It’s one of the qualities Ilove most about 
you, but sometimes it can be exasperating.” 


“I don’t know what you're talking about. What does being a romantic 
have to do with this?” 


Allison smiled gently. “You see everything the way you think it should 
be. You envision an ideal world. You think that because you want some- 
thing to be a certain way, it will be. Life isn’t like that. Things don’t al- 
ways work out the way you hope they will.” 


Sadness flickered over her face. Her voice was husky when she spoke 
again. “When my mother died, I wanted to die, too. I kept thinking if 
only I'd done this differently, or if only I'd done that differently, she 
wouldn't have died. I kept looking for a reason. Finally, I realized there 
was no reason. Sometimes ... things happen.” 


Her bleak gaze finally met his, andhe saw the sheen of tears in her eyes. 
“Kent, I wish the world were different. But it isn’t. It’s tough out there. 
I learned that when I was fourteen. Nikki’s learning it now. And one of 
these days, you'll probably have to learn it, too.” 


Torn between his desire to hold her in his arms and tell her he’d never 
let anything hurt her again, and his wish to continue arguing the 
point, Kent did what was in his nature to do. He got up, walked to her 
side, gently pulled her to her feet and held her close. 


“Tlove you,” he whispered against her fragrant hair. 
“I love you, too.” 


“T want to take care of you. I don’t want anything to ever hurt you 
again.” 


In answer, she nestled her head under his chin, and they stood like 
that for the longest time. 


Everything about the evening was magical, Diana decided. The whis- 
per-soft breeze, the sky that looked like purple velvet encrusted with 
diamonds, the soul-stirring music, the look of enchantment on the 
faces of the audience, the promise of autumn in the air, the scent of 
newly mowed grass and most important—Lee sitting beside her on the 
blanket she’d provided. 


Every now and then, Diana’s gaze would wander to Lee's face. Several 
times she caught him looking at her, and she’d be filled with pleasure. 


The concert itself was everything she’d imagined it would be. Paul 
simon blended his special magic to enthrall his listeners. The finely 
crafted music floated out over the audience and made Diana ache in- 
side. Whenever she heard beautiful music or saw a beautiful painting 
or read a beautiful book, she always felt this way. Full of joy and awe 
and envy, wishing she had some special talent to share, away to convey 
her innermost feelings and emotions, this ability to touch others and 
affect their lives. 


The concert ended with “The Sounds of Silence” and for a few mo- 
ments after the song was over, there was a hush, as if the enormous 
crowd were holding its collective breath. When Lee stirred and turned 
toher witha smile, Diana sighed. “It was wonderful,” she said. 


“Yes.” 


That one word was enough. Without saying anything else, they stood, 
gathered up their blanket and began walking slowly toward the park- 
ing lot. 


The drive home was companionable and quiet. Lee inserted a Paul 
Simon disk into the CD player, and Diana closed her eyes and relived 
the concert. All too soon, Lee pulled into her driveway. 


As Lee accompanied her to her doorway, Diana thought about how 
much she hated to see this day end. A surge of regret engulfed her: re- 
gret that the situation between them had to remain one of friendship 
only. 


Because if Diana had discovered anything today, she had discovered 
that if ever she wereto want a man in her life, that man would be Lee 
Gabriel. 


Chapter 6 


“Well, Cinderella, here we are. Home before midnight.” 


“Cinderella! Hardly. Cinderella was young and innocent. 'm old 
enough to be Cinderella's mother.” 


“I’ve always thought of Cinderella as a beautiful, mature woman who 
did nothing but work hard all her life and ignore her own needs to take 
care of everyone else’s. She probably never had the time or the opportu- 
nity to have fun.” 


He didn’t say, like you, but Diana knew that’s what he meant. The sen- 
sitivity and perception behind his lighthearted, almost teasing words 
frightened her as no argument could have. How did he do it? How did 
he dig down and find the exact spot that was her weakest? Was that 
ability to read his opponent and find the most vulnerable area to work 
on something he’d been born with? 


Diana didn’t think so. She reminded herself that Lee Gabriel was a 
highly trained negotiator, a major player in the world of interna- 
tional business deals, ashrewd and effective manager who understood 
human nature and how to manipulate people. After all, Lee had come 
from middle-class beginnings, and look at him now. He’d built a per- 
sonal fortune while honing his instincts and negotiating skills to afine 
edge. Remember, she told herself, this is a dangerous man. Someone 
who identifies his objective and knows exactly which buttons to push 
to overcome the obstacles in his path. 


Oh, Diana, be careful. He's pushing your buttons right now. She knew, as 
surely as she knew her own name, that despite her assurances to her- 
self this morning, Lee had not changed his mind about her. For what- 
ever reasons, he'd decided storming her barriers was his objective, and 
all his actions today had been planned with that goal in mind. 


Well, she didn’t need to take a back seat to anyone. She was a success- 
ful businessperson, too. She had survived in the competitive world of 
high-dollar realestate, and she knew just as much about human nature 
as he seemed to. So no matter how smooth an operator Lee Gabriel 
was, Diana had no reason to be afraid. 


“Why, Lee Gabriel,” she said, her voice just as light, just as teasing, as his 
had been. “I never would have thought of youas aman who believed in 
fairy tales.” 


“That’s because there’s a lot you still don’t know about me.” His voice 
was a silky drawl in the shadowed night. 


Diana’s stomach muscles tensed. Careful, careful, she warned herself. 
But she couldn’t prevent the twinge of yearning that twisted through 
her—a yearning for what might have been. If only Lee were someone 
completely removed from her circle of friends and family. If only she 
could give in to this terrible longing, knowing that if she made a fool of 
herself with him, it wouldn’t matter, because no one would know. 


But you can’t, you idiot. How many times do you have to tell yourself before 
you accept it? 


smothering asigh, she steeled herself, then raised her eyes to gaze into 
his. “Well, Cinderella isa working girl, and if you're right, and she’s a 
mature woman, she definitely needs her beauty sleep.” She held out 
her hand. “Good night, Lee. Thanks again for a wonderful day. Why 
don’t you give mea call tomorrow or whenever you're ready to look at 
houses again?” 


“Aw, Diana, come on. I was hoping you'd invite me in. Give me acup of 
coffee or something to warm me on my long journey home,” he said, 
his voice a low rumble. 


Diana felt the way she did when she held Bonnie or Clyde up close and 
their contented purrs vibrated through her body. “Long journey home! 
All of about ten minutes!” 


“Distance is relative.” 
“To what?” Keep it light. 


“To how far away from the maiden the man is.” Although he didn’t 
move closer, he lifted a strand of hair that had blown against her fore- 
head and smoothed it back. Just that tiny touch made Diana feel like 
purring herself, But it also sent warning signals in all directions, be- 
cause if just touching her hair could make her feelso...so... warm... 
and weak ... she was in deeper trouble than she’d thought. It wouldn’t 
take a hell of a lot for Lee to trample over the rest of her defenses and 
storm the fort. 


Lee chuckled softly as if he had read her thoughts and knew exactly 
howto counteract any move she might be planning. “Come on, Diana. I 
promise to behave. I told you yesterday. I won’t do anything unless you 
want me to. And Inever break my word.” 


She could handle that. 
Couldn’t she? 


“Just a cup of coffee and a quick tour of your home. Then I'll leave . .. 
unless... you want me to stay.” 


She heard sincerity. She also thought she heard a trace of wistful long- 
ing. Was Lee Gabriel lonely? 


Oh, that’s ridiculous. Lee Gabriel had everything. He was rich. He was 
gorgeous. He could have as many women as he wanted. Why would he 
be lonely? 


She told herself he was a practiced wheeler-dealer who could turn sin- 
cerity or any other emotion on and offas the situation warranted. 


She told herself he was probably also a consummate actor. Hadn’t she 
had to perfect her own acting skills to succeed in sales? 


She told herself if she let herself be swayed by that hint of loneliness 
she was a fool. 


Oh, dang it.So what? What harm was there in inviting him in for just 
a few minutes? What could happen? She was forty-two years old! She 
wasn’t a novice teenager who didn’t know how to handle aman. 


And she wantedto invite him in. She wantedto show him her home. 
She wantedto hold on to this very special day. To pretend for just a bit 
longer. 


She unlocked the front door. “Enter at your own risk. I’m not the 
world’s best housekeeper, and the young woman who cleans for me 
isn’t due for another four days.” She waved toward the living room. “Go 
on in. Make yourself comfortable. I'll just go put the coffee on, then I’ll 
come and give you the grand tour.” 


Five minutes later she joined him in the living room. He stood at the 
far end, by the wall of glass that looked out over the wooded grounds. 


When he turned there was a welcoming smile in his eyes. “This is a 
nice room. I like the high ceiling. And the windows. During the day- 
time it must give the illusion of being a part of the outdoors.” 


Diana thought about the last room she’d been in that had given the illu- 
sion of the outdoors and what had happened there. She quickly thrust 
the memory out of her mind. Thinking about Lee's kiss wasn't the way 
to keep her emotions under control. “I know. I can't stand to feel closed 
in. The light and openness is one of the reasons I bought this town 
house.” 


His expression didn’t change, but something about the look in his eyes 
unnerved her. When he spoke, though, there were no overtones, no 
subtle nuances. “I was looking at your cat collection, too. By the way, 
where is that cat of yours?” 


Clyde picked that moment to march in, bushy tail like afat exclamation 
point, blue eyes bright and curious. He padded straight over to Lee and 
sidled up against his leg. After spending a few minutes rubbing Clyde’s 
head, Lee said, “You really like cats, don’t you?” 


“Yes, 'm a cat fanatic.” 
“I’ve always been a dog person myself. But this little guy’s okay.” 


Clyde, who acted as if he understood the compliment, preened, then 
said, “Myup.” 


“He likes you,” Diana said. 
“T like him, too.” Lee sounded surprised. 


Diana knew there were distinct differences in dog people and cat peo- 
ple, even though she liked both kinds of animal. 


“Tell me about your cat collection,” Lee said. 


Together they walked over tothe glass étagére that held the bulk of her 
collection. Lee picked up a Lalique figurine, the frosted crystal smooth 
and finely crafted. He turned it thoughtfully in his hand. “Lalique,” he 
murmured. “It’s lovely.” 


Diana remembered his long sojourn in France. “Most of the cats in my 
collection aren’t valuable like that one. That was a birthday gift from 
someone special.” 


His gaze flicked to hers. She wondered if he thought she’d been refer- 
ring to a man, when in fact, she'd been referring to Nikki Garcia, who 
was her godchild. But he didn't ask, and she certainly wasn’t going 
to offer the information. Let him think whatever he wanted to think. 
And why did the thought that he might think a man had given her the 
figurine give her such a sense of sly satisfaction? 


Setting down the Lalique cat, he moved to her collection of records, 
tapes and compact discs. He picked up a few, studying the titles. “Is 
Garth Brooks good?” 


“youre kidding me, right?” 


“No.” When his gaze met hers, she could see he was perfectly serious. “I 
don’t know anything about country music.” 


“T can believe that. Otherwise you’d know who Garth Brooks is.” She 
laughed. “Garth Brooks is only the hottest, and best, of the new coun- 
try music stars. His song ‘The Dance’ is fantastic. I played that disk so 
much it’s a wonder I didn’t wear it out.” 


He riffled through her Bonnie Raitt, Anne Murray, Clint Black and 
George Strait tapes and disks. 


“what kind of music doyou like?” Diana asked. 


He shrugged. “Blues. Jazz. Classical. And, as you know, I love Paul 
Simon” 


Diana realized it was a wild coincidence that they had both liked Paul 
simon. Otherwise, they had no musical tastes in common at all. “I sup- 
pose you've never country-western danced, either.” 


“Nope, but I'm willing to learn.” 


Boy, he sure was quick. But if he thought she was going to bite, and 
give him another opening, hehad another think coming. “Come on, I'll 
show you the rest of the place.” 


He noticed everything. 


Commented on everything. 


“Tike your kitchen,” he said as he gazed up at the ceiling where the dec- 
orator had hung dozens of baskets of all shapes and sizes. The aroma of 
the brewing coffee filled the room. 


“T like it, too. Although for me, a kitchen is a waste of space. I usually 
just pop something into the microwave or stop at Randall’s salad bar on 
the way home from work.” 


“Diana, Diana,” he said softly. “I can see I'm going to have to take youin 
hand.” 


“Why? Just because I don’t make a big deal out of meals?” She shrugged. 
“Tlead a very busy, full life. I don’t have the time to shop and cook.” She 
was going to add, when it’s just me, but thought better of it. 


Upstairs, she showed him her study in the loft. 


“Nice,” he said, walking to her bookshelves. He looked at the titles. “Isee 
you like thrillers.” 


“They're my favorites. Pure escape and relaxation.” 
“who's Ed McBain?” he asked as he picked up one of her books. 


She patiently explained who Ed McBain was. She couldn’t help herself. 
She had to ask the question. “What kinds of books do you read?” 


“Oh, occasionally I read a novel, but I really enjoy biographies and 
world history. Books about the way the world has changed. The great 
military leaders. I like to study the battles and the military strategy. 
You can learn a lot from history.” 


She knew it. How had she known it? 


He poked his head into her guest bedroom, but didn’t stop. She hesi- 
tated, then waved toward the master bedroom, which ran across the 
entire back of the town house. “That’s the master bedroom.” The dou- 
ble doors stood open, and the deck beyond her patio doors was illumi- 
nated by the floodlight she kept on a timer. 


“T wouldn't ordinarily ask if I could enter your bedroom—” he gave her 
a wry smile “—but I'd like to see that deck. It must look out over the 
bayou.” 


“Tt does.” Oh, well. There was no harm in letting him go out on the 
deck. She beckoned him in, turning on a lamp as she moved through 
the doorway. 


Belatedly Diana remembered Bonnie, who was, in all likelihood, hiding 
under the bed. “It’s okay, Bonnie. He won't hurt you,” she said. 


“who're you talking to?” 
Diana grinned. “Would you believe myself?” 
“No. Not the Diana Sorensen I’m coming to know.” 


“Youre right. I’m talking to my other cat, Bonnie. The fraidy-cat who's 
hiding under the bed, like the coward she is.” She bent down to look. 
Sure enough. There was Bonnie, big green eyes wide, sitting exactly in 
the middle, as far away from each edge of the bed as she could get. 


Diana chuckled. “Hi, babe. How’s it goin’ under there?” She straight- 
ened. “Bonnie and Clyde are litter mates.” 


“Bonnie and Clyde, huh? Is that a warning signal, or something?” 
“Of what?” 


“Is that your subtle way of telling a man he’d better watch out? That 
you can hold your own in any battle?” 


“who, moi?"Diana mugged. “Why, Mr. Gabriel, whatever would have 
given you that idea?” 


“Call me crazy, but something tells meI’d better be very careful around 
you.” 


Diana started to laugh. 
“what's so funny?” 
She tried to speak and couldn't. 


“Come on! That's not fair! Let me in on the joke.” 


“I just remembered that the last dog we had was named. .. Dillinger!” 
She dissolved into a fresh spate of giggles. 


Lee laughed, too. “See what I mean? You're obviously dangerous.” He 
looked around as if he expected to see an arsenal of gunsin the room. 


Diana, still chuckling, walked to the sliding doors and unlocked them. 
She walked out ontothe deck, and Lee followed her. The fragrant night 
air, cool and fresh, surrounded them. A mockingbird trilled in the dis- 
tance. The bayou looked dark and mysterious below. 


Diana leaned against the wood railing. Lee came up behind her. He 
didn’t touch her, but she felt him there with every fiber of her being. It 
was suddenly hard to breathe. 


“Diana,” he said softly. 
She turned slowly. 


They were standing in the shadows, but there was enough light for her 
to see the expression in his eyes. 


“Diana, I really want to kiss you.” He didn’t move closer. “May I?” 


Their gazes locked. In his she saw tenderness. She also saw desire. Her 
heart began to beat in slow, heavy thuds. Her breathing became shal- 
low and erratic. Her mouth went dry. 


She wanted this. She couldn’t deny her feelings any longer. She'd been 
so smug. But it was easy to be smug when you didn’t know any better. 
Until she met Lee she hadn’t even known anything was missing from 
her life, but now... here... with this man... 


She touched his chest, and she could feel his heart tripping under her 
fingers. She lifted her face, and his lips descended to meet hers. 


The instant she felt his tongue swirl into her mouth, a blazing re- 
sponse lit her body. He pulled her close, his hands sliding over her 
back, and she wound her own arms around him. Their bodies aligned 
perfectly, and through the fabric of her sweater and jeans, she could 
feel every contour and plane of his. She knew he wanted her. There 
was no disguising his arousal. 


“Lee,” she said weakly, tearing her mouth away. “This is madness.” 


“Why?” he whispered as he tried to recapture her mouth. His hands 
continued their exploration, dropping lower until their heat seared 
the seat of her jeans. Desire, like an electrical shock, jolted through her, 
centering deep inside, pulsing with a life of its own. He caught her 
bottom lip between his teeth, nipped gently. “I want you. You want me. 
Why is it madness?” he said gruffly. 


“Because... because of ... our kids.” 


Her voice sounded as if she’d beenrunning up asteep hill. Heat flooded 
her veinsas his hands continued to mold her body like a sculptor mold- 
ing clay. 


“what do the kids have to do with it?” He kissed her again. A long, 
lingering, drugging kiss that left her knees feeling like rubber and her 
brain feeling like mush. Why was her body betraying her like this? The 
force of her need sapped her strength and ran roughshod over what 
little willpower and rational thought she had left. She felt as if she’d 
been asleep for a long time and was just now coming back to life. She 
wasn’t sure she liked the feeling. 


“You want this. I can see that you do.” Deliberately, slowly, his hand 
moved up to cup her right breast. His thumb circled the nub until it 
peaked in his hand. Like a starburst, needles of pleasure exploded in- 
side. He rubbed both peaks until Diana cried out. 


“Stop that,” she said weakly. 
“Do you really want me to stop?” he murmured. 
“Yes.” But she didn’t push his hands away. 


He held her gaze as he cupped both breasts. His thumbs continued 
their lazy circles. And instead of pulling away, she leaned into him, 
an unconscious gesture for more. She ached with a sweet agony she 
wanted to go on forever. 


“Should I stop?” he asked again. 
She moaned. “No.” 


“Good, because I sure don’t want to.” With infinite care, he turned her 
in his arms so that her back was to him, then pulled her up tight 
against him. The hard knot of his arousal burned into her lower back. 


He stroked her with long, delicious, slow movements, finally lifting 
her sweater and unhooking her bra. At the first touch of the cool night 
air against her heated skin, Diana shuddered. 


“Easy, easy,” he whispered. He palmed her breasts, kneading themgen- 
tly as they blossomed for him. Diana knew she should push his hands 
away, but she didn’t want to. It had been so long. So long since she’d felt 
aman’s touch like this. So long since this sweet torture had consumed 
her body. So long since she’d felt this wild abandon, this intense heat of 
desire. Her head fell back, and he lowered his lips to her neck. 


But when his right hand moved unerringly down, finding that heated 
core, Diana gasped and jerked away. “No!” she cried. “Stop! We have to 
stop. This is crazy!” 


My God, where was her control? Two more seconds and he’d have had 
her completely naked and inside the bedroom. Things were moving 
entirely too fast. 


“This isn’tcrazy. This is the most sensible thing we've done today.” He 
reached for her again, trying to stop her as she fumbled to rehook 
her bra. Frightened of her uncharacteristic behavior and feelings, she 
pushed his hands away and whirled around. 


“I said no! Dammit, you promised me you wouldn't do anything I didn’t 
want you to do.” She pulled down her sweater. “And I don’t want youto 
touch me again.” 


He dropped his hands wearily. “And I won't. But what the hellis wrong 
with you? I know you want me as much as I want you. You certainly 
weren't faking your reaction. What happened?” 


“What happened is I finally came to my senses. Sex between us would 
bea colossal mistake, Lee.” 


“How can you say that, Diana? I think sex between us would be fantas- 
tic.” 


“Youre deliberately misunderstanding me. I’m sure the sex itself 
would be great. But what about afterward?” What about when the affair 
ends? What about all the rest of my life, all the times I’llbe thrown into your 
company because of our kids? How am I going to deal with that? “Look. I 
told you. I’m not interested in an affair.” 


“You also said you weren’t interested in a permanent relationship. I 
wish youd make up your mind.” 


she had no answer for his logic. “I don’t know, Lee. You're confusing 
me, twisting everything I say. The thing is, we’re just not right for 
each other.” Yes, that was good. That was the right approach to take with 


him. “We don't even have anything in common except our kids and 
this... this... physical desire we feel!” 


“Youre cheapening our feelings, Diana. I feel alot more than physical 
desire for you, and Ithink you do for me, too. I think you're just afraid 
to admit it. And as far as having things in common, I think we have a 
lot in common. I'll bet we have all the important things in common.” 


“We don't. I mean, if you can’t see that. You weren't in my house five 
minutes before I saw it!” 


“Didn't youlike the picnic?” 
“Yes, but—" 
“Didn't you like the zoo?” 


“Yes, of course, I liked the zoo, but those kinds of things aren't enough 


“Tl bet you like to walk in the rain, too.” 
“Yes, as amatter of fact, Ido, but—” 
“Butis my least favorite word, did you know that?” 


“Lee. 


“That’s better. I like the way you say my name.” With his fingertip, he 
traced the curve of her mouth. Diana closed her eyes. 


“Oh, God...” 
“How about a roaring fire on a cold winter day? Do youlike that?” 
“yes,” she whispered. 


“How about going to the movies and eating a huge bucket of buttered 
popcorn? And maybe a few candy bars as well?” 


She couldn't help it. She laughed softly. “Yes, God help me. And my 
butt,” she added dryly. 


“what about staying in bed until noon on Sunday morning? Reading 
the papers and eating a huge breakfast and then taking a long, hot 
shower? Together?” 


Diana shivered at the image of the two of them in the shower together. 


He smiled, and her heart turned over. “I knewyou’d like that,” he said 
softly. “And how do you feel about Rocky Road ice cream?” 


Diana sighed. “One of my biggest weaknesses.” 
“See? What else is there? That’s all the important stuff.” 


This time when he kissed her, she didn’t even try to fight him. All the 
fight had gone out of her. It was simply too hard to keep denying what 
he could see for himself was true. They stayed locked in each other’s 
arms for along time, but when he whispered against her ear, saying, 
“Diana, give us a chance. I think we have something pretty powerful 
working between us. Let's see where it leads.” 


“?’m no good at this, Lee. I’m no good at .. . being part of a couple.” She 
almost felt like crying. 


“youwere akid when your marriage fell apart,” he said softly. He kissed 
her cheek. “Youre a different person now.” 


He was too smart for her. He was going to wear her down with his logic 
because she really didwant to surrender to him. 


But she knew with absolute certainty that giving in to these feelings 
would be an enormous mistake. Who needed this kind of turmoil? She 
was happy now, contented. Maybe there wereno great peaks in her life, 
but there were no great valleys, either. She wasn’t sure she could deal 
with the wild swings of emotion a love affair would generate. 


Andalthough she couldn’t say the words aloud, what about when their 
affair inevitably ended? By then they’dbe the parents of a married cou- 
ple, and they'd still be forced to see each other. It would be miserable 
for everyone concerned. 


Oh, God. It would be awful. She still remembered how difficult it had 
been after her divorce from Bill. How awkward she’d felt when she 
took Kent to see Bill’s mother, how strained and forced the conversa- 
tions had been. It had taken her along time toregain her peace of mind 
and carve a good life for herself. 


Now she had it. Why risk losing it? 


“Look, Diana,” Lee said. “I know you're scared. Hell, I’m a little scared 
myself. It’s always scary when you start something new.” 


"Lee..." 


“I can’t make you any promises. I don’t know what's going to happen. 
But I want to explore my feelings for you. .. your feelings for me. See if 
what there is between us is as special as I think it is.” 


“I don’t expect you to make any promises.” Oh, what he was offering 
was so tempting. But was the temptation worth the risk? 


He touched her cheek, and she leaned into the caress. He kissed the top 
of her head. “What do you say?” 


“I don’t know. I have to think about everything.” 
“That’s all I'm asking. Just give it achance.” 


“Lee, no matter what I decide, I’m not ready to go to bed with you. It’s 
too soon. I have tobe sure.” 


“Fine. I won't push you. Even if you should decide you don't ever want 
to go to bed with me, that’s okay. I'll accept your decision.” 


She raised her eyes to look at him. His were clear, honest. “You mean 
that, don’t you?” 


“Yes” 
“I still think this is a bad idea.” 
“Tell me why.” 


She sighed deeply. “Because of Allison and Kent. It just makes every- 
thing too complicated.” 


“I don’t understand why you say that.” 


“Okay, for the sake of argument, what if youand I do have arelation- 
ship? And what if it goes wrong and we break up? Can't you see the 
potential problems? Or what if the opposite should happen? What if 
Kent and Allison should break up? What then?” 


“Diana, you're making too much out of nothing. If you and I find we're 
not compatible, I think we can handle it. We’re adults. And I’m sure our 
children could handle it. And frankly, I see no reason for Allison and 
Kent to have any problems at all. In fact, the only problem I can see 
with them is Kent's unrealistic plan to open a storefront law office, and 
I’m sure he'll change his mind about that.” 


Diana stiffened. “I don’t think his plan is unrealistic. I think it’s won- 
derful. I’m proud of him.” 


“I know you are. AndI don’t blame you. It's commendable that Kent has 
such a strongsense of obligation to his community and his fellowman, 
but face it, those two aren’t going to be able to live on love. There’s 
going to have to be some money as well.” 


“Kent will earn money. And what's wrong with Allison getting a job? 
Marriage is a partnership, not a free ride!” 


“?’m sure Allison will want to help out, but she’s not like you, Diana. 
She’s been raised in Europe where women aren’t nearly as indepen- 
dent. All she’s ever wanted was to get married and have children.” He 
frowned. “And that’s what I’ve wanted for her, too.” 


“Seems to me she’s getting what she wanted. Why should Kent have to 
give up his dream? Why can’t they compromise?” 


“Diana, let’s not argue about the children. They'll work their problems 
out without our help. I want to talk about us.” 


“Well, I don’t.” The romantic mood was broken. Her body had finally 
calmed down, and her brain was once again working. Everything Lee 
had said about Kent and Allison had only confirmed what Diana al- 
ready knew. He and she were poles apart in their way of thinking, just 
as Kent and Allison were poles apart in their way of thinking. 


Sooner or later, something was going to have to give. And when it did, 
Diana didn’t want tobe the one devastated in the process. Oh, wow, she 


thought. She’d had anarrow escape, but thank goodness, she’d come to 
her senses in the nick of time. “I think it’s time to call it a night, don’t 
you? Thank you for a wonderful day. I won’t forget it.” 


Lee didn’t want togo. She could see that. But he didn’t argue, and when 
she shut the door firmly behind him, she told herself that was that. 


But as she walked through the downstairs turning out the lights, she 
was assailed by the fragrant aroma of the coffee they never did drink, 
and a deep sense of melancholy followed her up the stairs to her soli- 
tary bedroom. 


Chapter 7 


He never did get acup of coffee. 


Lee laughed wryly. Hell. He didn’t need coffee. He needed a cold 
shower. Lee parked the Porsche in one of the slots of his in-laws’ four- 
car garage and walked slowly back toward the guest house. Allison’s 
bedroom light was out and Kent’s Honda wasn’t parked outside, which 
meant one of two things: either she wasn’t home yet or she'd already 
gone to bed. 


Good, Lee thought. He didn’t feel like facing his daughter's shrewd 
eyes tonight, especially in light of her obvious concern and disapproval 
about Diana earlier today. In his present state of frustration, Lee was 
afraid Allison might discern its cause. And he didn’t want that. Not yet, 
anyway. Not until Diana was over her skittishness about their relation- 
ship. Lee knew his current position with Diana was tenuous at best. 


So, as if he were a kid hoping his parents wouldn't hear him coming in 
after curfew, Lee unlocked the front door as quietly as possible and tip- 
toed into his bedroom wing. 


He wondered if he dared take a shower. He didn’t want Allison to hear 
the water and come knocking on his door. Then, realizing how ridicu- 
lous it was for him to be acting this way, as if he had something to hide, 
he stripped off his clothes and turned on the shower. 


He gasped when the cold water hit him. 


Diana closed her eyes as the hot water cascaded over her body. She had 
a pounding headache, the result of a sleepless night. She sighed, wish- 
ing it wasn’t a Monday. 


She hated Mondays. 


She especially hated Mondays when she'd overslept. She would miss 
the nine o’clock sales meeting. It would be ten o'clock before she got 
into the office. 


She sighed again. She liked to get an early start on Mondays. Because, 
inevitably, if there were going to be major problems in the agency, 
those problems would rear their ugly heads on Mondays or Fridays. 
She knew this phenomenon wasn’t limited to the real estate business. 
She’d once read an article that had stated that statistics showed that 
major mistakes usually occurred on a Monday or a Friday. Research had 
shown that workers of all ages were recuperating from their weekends 
on Monday and thinking about the upcoming one on Fridays. 


She was definitely recuperating from her weekend. 


She had a major case of Too Much Lee. Like eating rich food after along 
diet of bland food. Or like a surfeit of chocolate after denying herself 
for months. 


As she turned off the water and toweled herself dry, she decided she’d 
better take a couple of aspirin. She rubbed her grainy eyes and wished 
she could crawl back into bed, pull the covers over her head and hide 
from all eyes until she felt better. 


Now who's the fraidy-cat? her inner voice taunted. You were making 
fun of Bonnie last night. Now who’s the big chicken? What’s the mat- 
ter, Diana? Can’t you handle amere man? What's the big deal, anyway? 
Lee Gabriel isn’t some kind of magician who can make you do things 
you don’t want to do. He’s just a plain old mortal, and all you have todo 
is say no. 


Just say no. 


Diana wondered if the advice she was giving herself would beany more 
effective than the former first lady's advice had been. After dressing 
in a candy-apple red suit—a color which always made Diana feel more 
powerful and in control—she gathered her briefcase and handbag and 
walked out to the kitchen, where she downed the aspirin. She checked 
the cats’ bowls for food and water, made sure she'd turned off the 
burner under the teapot, set her security alarm and left for the office. 


During the five minutes it took her to cover the miles between her 
town house and her agency, she repeated several times: no matter what 
Lee Gabriel says or does, the answer is no. 


“Good morning!” Tracy chirped as Diana strode into her office. “My, 
don’t you look bright and rarin’ to go this morning!” She glanced up at 


the wall clock, which read 10:10. “I was afraid something was wrong 
when you weren’t here at eight.” 


Why did Tracy have to be so relentlessly cheerful? Diana wondered. 
She conveniently forgot that the young woman's cheerfulness was the 
exact reason she'd been hired in the first place. 


“Good morning,” Diana managed without frowning. “No, nothing 
wrong. Just a tiring weekend. How about you? Did you have a nice 
weekend?” She always tried to ask about her employees, remembering 
howshe’d hated it when former bosses had never acknowledged her as 
a person. 


“Yes, thanks,” Tracy said. Her pretty face, round and smooth with im- 
pending motherhood, glowed with good health. “Barton was so sweet 
tome all weekend. My ankles were swollen, so he made me sit with my 
feet up, and he pampered me. He even cooked dinner Saturday night!” 


And why shouldn't he? Diana thought. “You deserved it.” 
“And what did youdo this weekend that made you sotired?” Tracy said. 


Was that a knowing gleam in Tracy’s eye? “Oh, the usual. Worked both 
days. Showed houses to Mr. Gabriel, who’s turning out to be just as 
picky as Leona Applegate.” 


Tracy grinned. “Hey, they’re all picky. But at least Lee Gabriel is aman 
instead of a crotchety old woman. Plus Sunny tells me he’s gorgeous! 
Did you have a good time? Surely it wasn’t all work?” 


“I think things went well enough.” She kept her voice noncommit- 
tal and deliberately sidestepped Tracy’s other question. It certainly 
wouldn't do to have her employees gossiping about her and Lee. 


Tracy nodded thoughtfully. 
There was that expression again. What did it mean? Diana wondered. 
“Is today a special occasion or something?” Tracy asked. 

“No. Why?” 


Tracy shrugged. “I just wondered. I mean . .. oh, never mind.” There 
was a small, secretive smile on her face. “You'll see...” 


Diana frowned. What was wrong with the woman? Well, she was in 
no mood to fathom Tracy's inexplicable moods. Perhaps pregnancy did 
this to a woman, made her act a little strange. Diana pushed open the 
door into the bull pen, said hello to her agents, all of whom were stillin 
and seated at their desks, then opened her office door. 


The first thing she saw was roses. 
Yellow roses. 


A huge bouquet of yellow roses in a cut-glass vase. Dozens of them. 
Narrow gilt ribbons cascaded from the neck of the vase, and a creamy 
card was tucked up into the airy fern pillowing the blossoms. 


Diana knew the roses were from Lee. 
And he’d done it again. 


Found something she had fantasized about. Found another vulnerable 
spot. Found a weakness he could exploit. 


Yellow roses were her absolute favorite flower in the entire world, and 
a secret dream she’d had was one where some faceless Prince Charm- 
ing would shower her with yellow roses, then carry her off on his 
white steed, enthrone her in a fairy-tale castle and adore her for the 
rest of her life. 


And here wasa wish coming true. 


Funny thing about wishes, she thought, as she walked slowly over to 
her desk and bent to smell the flowers. 


Be careful what you wish for, because you might get it. 


A teacher of Diana’s had once given that advice to her fourth-grade 
class. Diana and the other girls and boys had laughed behind their 
hands, certain Miss Toland was too old to understand about wishes. 
Diana and her friends hadn’t understood that sometimes the fulfill- 
ment of a wish brought its own problems. 


Now she did. 


For Lee Gabriel, all six feet something of him, with his sexy smile and 
sexy eyes and sexy ways, was complicating her life to the point she 
wasn’t sure she'd ever regain her peace of mind. 


She gently removed one of the roses, a bud that still hadn't opened 
its petals to the world. Its delicate fragrance perfumed the air. Then 
slowly, she reached for the card. Her heart skittered as she read the 
message, scrawled in thick, strong handwriting: “These roses remind 
me of you. Strong, beautiful and proud. Thanks for a wonderful day. 
Lee.” 


Just say no. 
Easier said than done. 


There was no way she was going to be able to concentrate on work with 
those damned roses staring her in the face, she decided about thirty 
minutes later. She picked up the vase and carried it out to the reception 
area. 


“It’s silly for me to have these flowers back there where no one can see 
them.” She placed them on the coffee table, standing back to admire 
them. “There. Now everyone can enjoy them.” Diana avoided Tracy's 
speculative gaze. She knew the woman was dying to know who had 
sent the roses. Diana had no intention of telling her. 


Or anyone. 


“go who sent the posies?” Sunny asked five minutes later. “Tall, dark 
and dangerous?” Her green eyes sparkled with merriment. 


“What're you grinning about?” Diana said crossly. 


“My, my. Did we get up on the wrong side of the bed this morning?” 
sunny plopped on the couch. 


“Careful. There’s no such thing as job security in this shaky economy.” 


“So fire me,” Sunny said. “Come on. Spill everything. Are the roses from 
Lee Gabriel?” 


Diana scowled. “I don’t know why I put up with your lip.” 


“Because you love me?” 


“Try again.” 


“Because I know you better than anyone, and who would you talk to if 
you fired me?” 


Diana moaned. “Sunny. .. what am I going to do?” 


“I knew it! He didsend them, didn't he?” A look of pure ecstasy crossed 
sunny’s impish features. “Oh, you're so lucky! Why doesn’t some won- 
derful, rich, handsome man send meroses? What am I doing wrong?” 


“I wish he hadsent them to you!” 
“Why? Diana! You're nuts!” 
“Maybe.” 


“No ‘maybe’ about it. Gosh, most women would kill to be in your shoes. 
How many Lee Gabriels do you think there are out there? Damn few, 
believe me!” 


“Maybe those women don’t have a satisfying, consuming career like I 
do, or they don't earn enough money so they're looking for a man to 
make life easier. Maybe those women aren't happy or contented with 
their lives. But I am!” Diana said. She rubbed her temples. Darn. Her 
headache was returning. 


“Why are those things and the attentions of a man like Lee mutually 
exclusive?” Sunny asked reasonably. 


“Tt don’t know. All I do know is that ever since I met Lee Gabriel, I 
haven’t been able to get anything constructive done.” 


sunny chuckled. “Oh, oh. That’s not a good sign.” 
“Sunny, can I talk to you seriously for a minute?” 


Sunny’s grin faded to be replaced by concern. “Sure. You know you 
can.” 


“The thing is...” Diana stopped, unsure for a second, then sighed 
deeply. “The thing is,” she said in a firmer voice, “I not only am not 
getting anything constructive done, but I’m also not sleeping as well. I 
can’t concentrate on my work. He's either phoning me or sending me 
something or trying to distract me in some way. And I don't like it!” 


“In other words, you felt safe and comfortable in your little niche, and 
you don’t want that safety and comfort threatened.” 


“That makes me sound like the only reason I'm not happy about Lee’s 
attentions is that I'm afraid.” 


“Tf the shoe fits, honey...” 


“Maybe I am afraid,” Diana said in a small voice. “I mean ...I dowant to 
keep seeing Lee. I amattracted to him. In fact, I’m soattracted to him it 
makes my head spin! But what’s going to happen afterward?” 


“What do youmean?” 


“T mean that if you look at this thing realistically, like I’m trying to do, 
whatever it is between me and Lee isn’t something that has perma- 
nence as part of it, so what’s going to happen when the thrills wear off 
and we callit quits?” 


Sunny frowned. “Why are you so sure it won’t last?” 


“Think about it. Lee is a high-powered executive with a demanding 
job. He needs the kind of woman who would put him and his career 
first, be ready to drop everything if he needed her to. And I can’t do 
that. I have a business to run, a demanding career of my own. And you 
know what my schedule is like. Sometimes I work sixty, seventy hours 
a week. I work alot of nights and almost every weekend. How long do 
you think Lee would put up with that?” 


“You don’t haveto work like that,” Sunny said softly. “You could scale 
down your time at the office.” 


“And we have nothing in common. He's very sophisticated and cul- 
tured.” 


“You don't have to take a back seat to anyone, Diana.” 


“Oh, Sunny, I know what you're trying to do,” Diana said wearily, “but 
believe me, it’s inevitable that we'd break up. Not a question of if, but a 
question of when.” 


“So you're saying that it would be impossibly awkward for you once 
that split happened?” 


“Yes. Can you picture it? Allison and Kent are married, maybe already 
have a baby, and there we all are—a cozy family getting together to cel- 
ebrate Christmas, or the baby’s birthday, or the kids’ anniversary! Hon- 
estly, it’d be impossible!” 


“T see what you mean.” Now it was Sunny’s turn to sigh. “But, sweetie, 
maybeit would all work out wonderfully. You'll never knowif you don’t 
take a chance.” 


“Some chances are too big to take. There’s too much at stake. Like my 
whole future relationship with Kent and Allison.” 


After Sunny left her office, Diana closed her eyes and laid her head 
down on her arms. Sunny’s earlier taunt still stung, the same way it 
had when Lee had flung the same words at her. 


They were both wrong. She wasn’t afraid. Being sensible wasn’t the 
same as being afraid. 


Being sensible was . .. well, being sensible. 


Being sensible was feeling pretty good every day. Knowing exactly 
what the day would bring. 


Being sensible was early nights and busy days and quiet, calm week- 
ends. Routine and order and peace. 


Being sensible was eating microwave dinners alone and shopping for 
one and never having a date for the agency Christmas party. 


Being sensible was the way she had lived her life for twenty years. 


The question was, did she want to live the next twenty years the same 
way? 


Diana finally quit stewing about Lee when, at eleven-thirty, she re- 
ceived a telephone call from her sister Carol. 


“Diana?” Carol said. 
“Oh, hi, Carol.” 


“Diana, something's just gotto be done about Mom!” 


Diana sighed wearily. “Why? What's happened?” 
“What's happened is she’s driving me crazy!” 


Diana couldn't help but laugh. “That’s nothing new. She’s been driving 
all of us crazy for years.” 


“You can laugh. She doesn’t call you three and four times a day, whin- 
ing and complaining about everything and everyone!” 


“I don’t know what you expect meto do about it. Our mother’s been 
whining and complaining since the day she learned to talk.” 


Carol’s voice took on an accusing tone. “Maybe so, but she wouldn’t be 
calling me three and four times a day if she could call anyone else. 
Jackie’s long distance, so she won’t call her. And she told me you forbid 
her to call you at the office unless there’s blood or fire involved!” 


Diana gritted her teeth. Sometimes Carol could be as big a pain in the 
neck as their mother. “I haveforbidden her to call me here, Carol. fm 
running a business here. I cannot field a dozen phone calls a day from 
Mom. I mean, I just can’t.” 


“But you expect me to.” 


“I don’t expect you to do anything. I've taken care of the problem from 
my end by explaining to her that if she keeps disturbing me when I'm 
trying to work that my business will suffer. Which means I'll make less 
money. Which means I won't be able to help heras much as! do.” Diana 
rubbed her eyes. “Now, Mom understands dollars and cents if she un- 
derstands nothing else.” She paused. “You're going to have to figure out 
how to solve your problem in your own way.” Of course, Diana wasn’t 
sure Carol could ever figure it out. She’d never been able to solve anyof 
her problems. And as a result, Carol was unhappy with her life. In 
fact, Diana thought, if Carol weren’t so unhappy, she’d probably be able 
to cope with their mother's calls much better than she seemed to be 
doing. 


“That’s easy for you to say! I don’t have the excuse of a business to run!” 


Diana counted to ten. It would accomplish nothing for her to get 
angry with Carol. “My business isn’t an excuse. It’s my livelihood and, 
whether you like to be reminded of this or not, I contribute more than 
half the money that goes to support Mom.” 


“Oh? Are we back to that again?” Carol said, her voice shaking with 
fury. “How much money yougive to Mom, and how little Jackie and I 
give her? Well, I don’t have the cushy life you do. Jeff and I have three 
children. You only have one. And he’s already grown. I don’t own my 
own business. And Jeff doesn't make the kind of money you do.” 


Diana would have been willing to bet that Jeff made every bit as much 
money as she did. He and Carol just didn’t know how to manage it very 
well. It burned a hole in their pockets, as Diana's father had been fond 
of saying. She started to remind Carol that Jeff had bought himself a 
fancy sports car the previous year, and that they'd had the money to 
put in an expensive pool two years ago. But what was the use? Carol was 
Carol. 


Diana took a deep breath. “Carol, let’s not fight, okay? I never said I 
thought you and Jackie should be contributing more money to Mom. 
But I amsaying that since I'm the one with the means to do so, it will 
behoove all of us to make sure I continue to have that means.” 


“Fine,” Carol said tightly. “That’s fine. But I’m still left with this prob- 
lem. I can’t take much more of this, Diana. I mean it.” 


“Why don’t youget an answering machine? Keep it on, and screen your 
calls. If its Mom calling, pretend youre out. Just call her back late in the 
day. That way youcan control the amount of times you talk to her.” 


“Oh, sure.She'd have a fit if I did that. She knows I’m here most of the 
time.” 


“Well, don’t be. Change your life a little bit. It'd do you good to get out 
and start doing some other things. Why don’t you get a part-time job? 
Your kids are all in school. That'd be killing two birds: you wouldn't be 
home for Mom to pester, and you'd have some money for yourself.” To 
Diana, it seemed the perfect solution. 


“The kids need me here.” 


Diana rolled her eyes. That had always been Carol's excuse for not get- 
ting offher butt. Truth was, Carol enjoyed spendingher days watching 
the soaps, reading and lying around the pool. 


“Besides,” Carol said, “what kind of job could I get? I’m not trained to do 
athing.” 


“So get some training. Go to school.” 
“School! Diana, I’m forty years old.” 


“So what? I recently read about a seventy-seven-year-old woman who 
just got her bachelor’s degree from U of H. Plenty of people do it.” 


“?’m not the problem. Mom is the problem,” Carol said stubbornly. 


Oh, the hell with it. “Well, I'm fresh out of ideas. I guess you'll just have 
to figure this one out yourself.” Diana glanced at her watch. “Listen, 
Carol, I'd love to chat, but—” 


“It’s not just Mom,” Carol wailed. “It’s everything! Everything’s going 
wrong. I don’t know what I’m going to do.” 


Diana wanted nothing more than tohang up. She didn't feel like listen- 
ing to any more of her sister’s drama. But Carol washer sister, and she 
did love her. “What else is wrong?” she said gently. 


“It’s Gretchen! You have no idea. 1 mean, yesterday that little snot in- 
formed me she wants a prescription for birth control pills!” 


“Birth control pills!” Diana exclaimed. 
“Yes, She's only fifteen. Can you imagine?” 
“Well, what did you say?” 


“Huh! What do you think I said? I said no.” Carollaughed mirthlessly. “I 
said hell, no! I told her she was not, under any circumstances, getting a 
prescription for birth control pills, and not only that, she’d better not 
even thinkabout having sex at her age, because if I ever found out she 
did, I'd kill her!” 


Privately Diana thought that was the worst approach Carol could have 
taken with Gretchen, who was headstrong and stubborn, but she knew 
Carol wouldn't take it well if Diana voiced her opinion. Carol was sen- 
sitive about her parenting skills. She’d had a lot of problems with her 
children, and she would view any advice Diana gave her as acriticism 
“It’s awfully hard to raise kids,” she said softly. It was the most non- 
threatening thing she could think of to say. 


“No kidding. You know, you're really lucky. You don’t know how lucky. 
You just have Kent, and he’s never given you anytrouble. You don’t have 
any idea what it's like, really, to raise three kids.” 


Diana thought the kind of person Kent was had nothing to do with 
luck, but she knew better than to voice that opinion, either. So she just 
made soothing noises and finally, thankfully, Carol said she had to go. 


When Diana hung up the phone, she leaned back in her chair and 
closed her eyes. It was a good thing she wasn't the kind of person who 
liked to drink at lunch, because today had definitely turned into atwo- 
margarita lunch kind of day. 


At one-thirty Lee decided to call Diana. The flowers should have been 
delivered by then, he figured. 


He was put right through. 

“Hi,"he said. 

“Hi.” He heard the wariness in her tone. 
“How are you today?” 

“pm doing all right.” 


still guarded. Still suspicious. Still scared. He heard it all. “Did you get 
the flowers?” 


She sighed. “Yes. Thank you, Lee. They’re beautiful.” 
“{ dreamed about you last night,” he said softly. 


“Lee...” There was a catch in her voice, a shaky little sound that trem- 
bled in the air. 


He closed his eyes, picturing her as she'd looked last night, remember- 
ing how she'd felt in his arms. He wished he was with her right now. 
He wished he could hold her close and bury his face in her hair. The 
wish was so strong it caused an ache right around his heart. “Did you 
dream about me?” he murmured. 


“No.” The denial had no punch. 


He smiled. “Liar.” 

“Please, Lee. Ihaven’t had agood morning.” 
“Why? Something wrong?” 

“Everything is wrong.” 

“Do you want to talk about it?” 

“No.” 


“Well, I'll tell you what. Why don’t you let me take you to dinner 
tonight? Somewhere quiet and calm with good food and good wine.” 


“Tcan’t.” 


No hesitation, just that abrupt refusal. Okay. “All right, what about 
houses? When are we going to look at houses again?” 


“That’s up to you.” 


Still businesslike. Still aloof. still in her keep-your-distance mode. “To- 
morrow?” he suggested. 


“Don’t you have to work tomorrow?” 


“Thavethe freedom to come and go as! please. Besides, finding a house 
is important.” 


“Let me check my schedule.” He heard the shuffling sound of paper, 
then a few seconds later, she said, “Tomorrow afternoon is clear.” 


They made arrangements to meet, then Lee hung up. He swiveled his 
chair around so he could look out the big corner window at the Hous- 
ton skyline in the far distance. He'd lost ground with Diana. Somehow, 
between last night and today, she'd become as prickly as a pyracantha. 
She was holding him at a distance, and it looked as if she intended to 
keep him there. 


Diana couldn't wait to get home. This Monday had been worse than 
any other Monday she could remember. Since she’d come to work so 
late this morning, and then had so many interruptions through the 


day, she’d stayed late to get everything done that needed doing. Now it 
was almost nine, and she was exhausted. All she wanted was to change 
into the oldest, most comfortable clothes she owned, pour herself a 
glass of wine, eat something filling and comforting and go to bed. Her 
head was pounding. 


She nearly moaned when she pulled into her garage and saw Kent’s car 
outside her unit, with Kent and Allison just getting out. But she put a 
bright and welcoming smile on her face, even though it nearly killed 
her. 


“Hi,” she said, walking around to meet them. “What’re you two doing 
here?” 


“Hi,” Kent said, leaning over to kiss her cheek. 


Even Allison came close and hugged her briefly. She looked very beau- 
tiful tonight, Diana thought, in a close-fitting, short jade leather skirt 
and matching silk blouse. 


“allison and I were on our way home after eating dinner at Carmelo’s,” 
Kent said, “and we decided to stop and tell you about the engagement 
party her grandparents are having for us.” 


“Well, come on in for aminute.” Diana gestured toward the garage and 
they entered her town house that way. When they reached the living 
room, she inclined her head toward the bar. “Do you want something 
to drink?” 


After they were settled with glasses of wine in hand, Diana looked ex- 
pectantly toward Allison, and what she saw nearly knocked her socks 
off. Allison was raising her wineglass to her mouth with her left hand, 
and the lamp on the table next to her played off the diamond on her 
ring finger, sending dazzling prisms of light dancing off the stone. 


Lord have mercy, Diana thought. Where had Kent gotten the money to 
buy a ring like that? The only money he had was his inheritance from 
his grandmother. Speechless, she couldn't keep herself from staring at 
the ring, which was exquisite. 


Allison smiled. “It's beautiful, isn’t it? We got it Saturday.” She held out 
her hand, and Diana, mesmerized, stood and walked over to examine 
the ring more closely. 


“Beautiful isn't the word,” she said softly, slanting her glance toward 
Kent, whose expression was uncertain as he met her gaze. Deeply dis- 
turbed, Diana looked away. This was none of her business, she told 
herself. Kent was a grown man. How he chose to spend his inheritance 
from his grandmother was his decision. But she wondered how this 
was going to affect his plans to open the storefront law office, and her 
uneasiness intensified. 


She walked back to her chair, sat, then said, “So what about this engage- 
ment party? When is it?” 


“A week Saturday,” Allison said eagerly, her tawny eyes alight with ex- 
citement. “It’s going to be at their country club, and my grandparents 
have invited tons of people.” 


Kent smiled indulgently at Allison, and Diana tried to inject a note of 
genuine enthusiasm into her voice, even though she wasn’t wild about 
big parties. “Sounds wonderful.” 


“{ called Dad today,” Kent said. 


“{ wondered if you'd told him about your engagement yet,” Diana said. 
Bill and his third wife had moved from Texas to Missouri nearly six 
years earlier, so Kent didn’t see much of them. “What did he say?” 


Kent grinned. “Oh, you know Dad. He wished me luck and said he and 
Maggie would be here for the wedding.” Diana nodded. It would be 
strange to see Bill again, even though she no longer felt any animosity 
toward him. 


“Diana, would youlike to give me a list of the people you'd like to invite 
tothe engagement party?” Allison asked. “It’s kind of late notice, but..." 
She gave a little shrug of apology. 


“Sure,” Diana said, although it was the last thing she felt like doing. But 
she got up, found some paper and a pen and with Kent’s help, began 
making her list. After she finished, they talked for about twenty more 
minutes, then Diana yawned, even though she tried to stifle it. 


“Youre tired,” Kent said. 
“Tt was a long day,” Diana said. 


“We'll get going then,” Kent said. 


Later that night, even though she was exhausted, Diana couldn't sleep. 
She layin bed thinking about everything. Worrying about Kent and the 
money he’d spent that she knew he could ill afford. Worrying about 
Allison and whether she would be good for Kent or whether she would 
end by breaking his heart. Worrying about her mother and Carol and 
Gretchen. Not to mention worrying about her youngest sister, Jackie, 
and that no-good spouse of hers. 


But most of all worrying about Lee and whether or not she'd be able to 
withstand the feelings she had for him. 


Chapter 8 


“No , Lee, it isn’t necessary for you to pick me up!” Diana tried not to 
show her annoyance, but she couldn't help it. It was the Wednesday 
before the engagement party. 


“Tinsist.” 


“No.” She had managed, quite effectively, she thought, to evade his 
company the past week. The only times they'd been together had been 
when she was showing him houses. She had turned down every in- 
vitation he'd extended, pleading work or any other excuse she could 
invent. She knew she wasn't fooling him, and she certainly wasn’t dis- 
couraging him. 


“Diana, youre being unreasonable,” Lee said. 


Oh, he was infuriating with that I’m-a-reasonable-man-and-you're-an- 
emotional-woman smugnessin his tone. “I'm perfectly capable of driv- 
ing myself to the kids’ engagement party. Besides, how will it look if 1 
come with you?” 


“How will it look if you don't?” 
“What do youmean?” 


“I already told Kent I was going to call you and offer to bring you. Won’t 
he wonder why you refused?” 


“Kent knows me well enough to know I like doing things on my own.” 
But Diana felt a twinge of uncertainty. Kent probably wouldwonder 
why she'd refused Lee’s offer. And it was awkward to go somewhere like 
acountry club as an unescorted woman, no matter how much she pre- 
tended it wasn’t. 


You want togo on Lee’s arm. Don’t lie to yourself. 
No, Idon't. 


Yes, you do. 


“Oh, all right, Lee, if it makes you happy, you can pick me up! But this 
isn’ta date.” 


After they hung up, Diana decided she needed a new dress. So she 
conned Sunny into going shopping with her on Thursday night, al- 
though Sunny really didn’t need much conning. 


“1 know just where you should look,” Sunny declared. “It’s a new bou- 
tique, and Ilove it!” 


As they pulled into the parking lot of the small West University area 
shopping center, Diana said, ‘Just how expensive isthis place?” 


“Not too bad,” Sunny said evasively. 


Alaina’s Closet turned out to be pretty pricey, Diana thought, but she 
had to admit she loved the clothes. And the owner, a tall knockout of a 
woman with spiked hair and a beautiful smile, seemed to know exactly 
what would look good on Diana. 


“This one,” she said emphatically, holding up a cobalt blue silk and lace 
number with a petal skirt and plunging-to-the-waist back. 


Diana was a little skeptical, but ten minutes later, she emerged from 
the dressing room, wearing the dress. Sunny whistled, Alaina smiled 
happily and two other customers nodded approvingly. 


“Didn't I tell you?” Alaina said. “What do you gals think?” 


One of the customers, a blonde with a Scottish accent, said, “Smash- 
ing.” 


The other, a redhead with long iridescent earrings, said, “I wish I filled 
out a dress the way you do.” 


Sunny grinned. “We'll take it.” 
“See?” Alaina said. “It’s all settled.” 


“Well...” Diana thought about the price tag. Twice as much as she’d ever 
paid for a dress before. 


Twenty minutes later, with the cobalt blue dress safely covered in plas- 
tic, and her next AMEX bill six hundred dollars larger, Diana emerged 
from the shop. “This is madness,” she said. “It’s not like I can wear the 


darned thing for the wedding, either. Maybe I should go back, get one 
of the others that costs less.” 


“No.” Sunny took her arm firmly and led her to her car. “You deserve it. 
And you can afford it. Idon't want to hear another word.” 


“I still need shoes to go with it,” Diana grumbled, but her protests were 
halfhearted. It was such a gorgeous dress, and she’d felt so very glam- 
orous in it. Not like Diana Sorensen at all. 


She wondered what Lee would say when he saw her init. 


Lee whistled softly. Diana looked amazing, he thought. “That’s a dyna- 
mite dress,” he said. 


Her smile was reflected in her eyes as they met his. “Thanks.” 


He'd been a little uneasy about his reception because he knew he’d 
forced her into accepting him as an escort tonight, but she seemed 
relaxed. 


As he helped her into the Porsche, he was struck again by how attrac- 
tive she was and how much he liked her. He wished there was an easy 
way to get her to trust him. He still wasn’t sure exactly why she was 
afraid to go with what they both wanted, and he knew until he under- 
stood the root of that fear he wouldn't be able to deal with it. 


And deal with it he would, for he had no intention of letting Diana 
remain just a casual acquaintance who happened to be connected to 
him because of their children. No, he fully intended making that con- 
nection deep and binding, and nothing Diana did or said was going to 
change his mind. 


“This is some party, isn’t it?” Sunny said as she and Diana stood off to 
one side of the large room and surveyed the guests. “Boy, girlfriend, 
that dress really looks great on you.” 


“Thanks.” Diana thought Sunny looked pretty smashing herself 
tonight in a soft yellow crepe dress that complemented her red-gold 
hair and light green eyes. She said so, and Sunny preened. 


“What're you two talking about that’s making my mother look so 
smug?” Nikki said as she joined them. 


Diana smiled at the young woman. She loved Nikki, and once again she 
wished this engagement party was one celebrating her engagement to 
Kent instead of Allison’s. “I was just telling your mother I thought she 
looked smashing. Come to think of it, you do, too.” 


Nikki did. Her dark hair, inherited from her father, was cut in a new, 
sleek style that hugged her small head and emphasized her long, grace- 
ful neck. Her green taffeta dress was the exact same shade as her eyes, 
and her face looked fresh and sweet with its subdued makeup and 
smattering of freckles. She rewarded Diana with asmile, but Diana saw 
the shadow that passed over her face. 


This hurts her, Diana thought, looking around at the well-heeled 
crowd and letting her gaze settle on Kent and Allison, who were stand- 
ing with Allison’s grandparents. Allison looked spectacular, Diana 
thought, in a slinky cream satin dress that resembled a slip. 


Just then Lee approached. He smiled at Sunny and Nikki, to whom he’d 
been introduced earlier, and said, “I’ve let my date wander off on her 
own long enough.” He held out his hand to Diana, his toasty eyes twin- 
Kling. “Come on, gorgeous, there are some people I'd like you to meet.” 


Diana let herself be led off, her arm tingling from Lee’s firm grip, her 
nerves taut. When he’d picked her up tonight, she really had thought 
everything was going to be okay. Now she wasn’t so sure. He made her 
feel too uncomfortable. Too acutely aware of herself. Too conscious of 
how she felt about him. 


Even now, although she wasn’t looking up at him, she could feel his 
gaze on her. She quickly cut a glance at him. She took one look at the 
possessive look in his eyes, and could feel her heart going boing. 


“Why are you looking at me like that?” he murmured into her ear. “As if 
I’m the big, bad wolf?” 


“Aren't you?” she muttered, half amused, half scared. His hand slid 
from her armto her back, and Diana trembled as his palm touched her 
bare skin. 


“What's it going to take to convince you, Diana?” 


She shrugged. She was a big girl. She could handle this. Of course, she 
could. 


He leaned over her, and his breath feathered her neck. “Although,” he 
whispered seductively, “you dolook good enough to eat.” 


Diana swallowed. There went her stupid heart again. Honestly, you’d 
think she could control herself better than this! 


“Lee! There you are! I've been looking all over for you!” 


Diana’s gaze met that of a beautiful woman who looked enough like 
Allison to be her sister. Her older sister, Diana amended. The woman 
was small-boned, had the same pouty lips and cleft chin, but her hair 
was lighter—somewhere between brown and blonde, with streaks of 
gold artfully threaded through it. Her eyes were different too—a clear 
gray with flecks of green. She had the same kind of curvy figure, shown 
to advantage in a clinging black silk dress with a low-cut bodice and 
draped skirt. Diamonds glittered from her throat and fingers, and her 
heels were at least four inches high. 


“Hello, Eliza! Allison said you'd be here.” Lee bent to scoop the woman 
into his arms. He hugged her and kissed her cheek, and before he re- 
leased her Diana saw the glitter of appraisal in the woman's eyes as she 
met Diana's gaze. 


Diana smiled pleasantly. The woman didn’t return the smile for along 
moment, then she finally did. Her teeth looked toothpaste-ad perfect. 
Everything about her looked perfect. 


“Diana, this is Eliza Whitman, Allison's aunt and my sister-in-law. Eliza, 
Diana Sorensen, Kent’s mother and Allison's future mother-in-law.” 


“Oh!” Eliza Whitman said, the smile becoming genuine. “I should have 
known. For a minute there, I thought...” She looked coyly up at Lee. 
“I thought Diana might have been your most recent friend.” She gave 
Diana a conspiratorial between-us-girls look. “Lee is quite the ladies’ 
man, as I'm sure you've figured out by now.” 


Someone else might not have noticed the almost imperceptible tight- 
ening of Lee’s jaw, but Diana was beginning to be able to distinguish the 
subtle nuances of his expressions and tone of voice. “Come on, Eliza. 
You're exaggerating,” he said, his tone mild. 


Eliza peeked at Lee through her eyelashes. “He's too modest. Why, 
women practically mow each other down in an attempt to please him.” 


Diana decided she could very easily dislike Eliza Whitman. 


The band, who had been taking a break, returned to the stage and 
began playing a slow song with a seductive beat. 


“Come, on, Lee,” Eliza said, “Dance with me. It’s been years since we've 
danced together.” She gave Diana a pleased-with-myself smile. “You 
don’t mind, do you?” 


“Of course I don’t mind,” Diana said sweetly. As if she cared who 
he danced with. Why, he could dance every dance with Eliza Whit- 
man, for all Diana cared. Diana was proud of her nonchalance as she 
watched the woman pour herself over Lee. They glided over the dance 
floor in perfect harmony—as if they were made for each other. Eliza’s 
head was thrown back, and she laughed at something Lee had said to 
her. Diana wondered if Eliza resembled her sister, if she reminded Lee 
of his dead wife. 


“Mom, would you like to dance?” 


Diana turned. Kent stood there with a big grin splitting his face. Grate- 
ful to him for being so considerate, she smiled and held out her arms. 
She liked dancing with Kent. He was astrong, purposeful dancer with 
anice, solid feel about him. She decided she’d done a pretty good job of 
raising him. 


“Having a good time?” he asked. 
“Yes, Iam.” 


“These people are all pretty well-off.” He laughed. “Maybe you'll get 
some clients out of this.” 


Diana nodded. “That would be nice.” 
“Mom...” 
She heard the hesitation. “What? Is something wrong?” 


“No, nothing's wrong. I just, well, you haven’t mentioned Allison’s 
ring” 


“It’s none of my business, Kent.” 

“T saw the way you looked at it that night.” 
“I was just surprised, that’s all.” 

“You don't approve; I know you don't.” 


“It’s not my place to approve or disapprove. I raised you to make your 
own decisions. You have, and I respect that.” 


He squeezed her tighter for a moment. “Thanks. You're the best 
mother in the world, you know that?” 


“Oh, Kent...” Diana sighed, glancing up at him. “You've made my job 
easy.” 


He smiled down at her, and for a moment, they were in perfect har- 
mony. 


“What do you think of Allison’s Aunt Eliza?” he said after a moment. 
“She's very beautiful.” 


“Yeah. Allison thinks the sun rises and sets on her. She’s been wanting 
me to meet her for along time.” 


“Where does Eliza live?” Diana asked casually. 

“New York City.” 

“Oh.” Her mood lightened inexplicably. 

“But she’s moving back to Houston.” 

“Oh. Why?” 

“She just got divorced from some rich wheeler-dealer.” 


Diana scowled. So the wonderful Eliza of the pouty lips and sexy figure 
was going to be around permanently. Well, maybe now Lee will leave me 
alone. Eliza obviously had designs on him, and as far as Diana was con- 
cerned, she could have him. This is good. Now I'll be off the hook. 


“Why are you frowning, Mom?” 


Diana started. “I wasn’t frowning. I was thinking.” 


The song ended, and Kent led her back to where Allison stood talking 
with her grandparents and another younger couple. 


Diana smiled as she met Jinx Marlowe's gray-green gaze. The older 
woman was tremendously attractive, Diana thought, and she had liked 
her from the moment she'd met her. Her slender, athletic body was 
shown to advantage in a long gray silk sheath, and Diana knew she 
probably worked at looking that good. 


Howard Marlowe introduced Diana to the other couple, whose names 
she promptly forgot. They talked for a few minutes, then Lee and Eliza 
joined them. 


Eliza was laughing as they walked up, teasing Lee. “I’ve missed you, Lee. 
It’s going to be great fun now that we're all back in Houston again! I'm 
looking forward to some rousing tennis matches!” 


Diana gritted her teeth. She would be pleasant to this woman if it killed 
her. 


“Let’s play tomorrow afternoon,” Eliza continued, ignoring everyone 
else. “Maybe Kent and Allison could make it a foursome.” 


“?’m looking at houses tomorrow afternoon,” Lee said. 


“Oh, that’s right,” Eliza said. “Mother said youre giving up the guest 
house soon.” 


“Eliza thought she might move into the guest house when you and Al- 
lison move out,” Jinx offered, her gravelly voice reminding Diana of old 
movies she’d seen with Tallulah Bankhead. Jinx smoked, Diana knew, 
wonderingif the smoking had done thatto her voice or if it were natu- 
rally husky and deep. 


“where are youlooking for a house, Lee?” Eliza asked. 
“Right around here .. . the Memorial and River Oaks area.” 
“who're you working with? Letty Diamond?” 

“No. 'm working with Diana.” 


Diana knew Letty Diamond. she hadn't known Lee did, too. 


“Diana?” Eliza frowned. “ThisDiana?” She looked at Diana. “Do you sell 
real estate?” 


“Yes, Ido,” Diana said evenly. 


“Diana's very successful. She owns her own agency,” Allison inter- 
jected. “Daddy says she’s doing a wonderful job.” 


Astonished at Allison’s intervention, Diana couldn't help feeling 
pleased. She smiled at Allison, wondering if she'd been fair to the girl. 
“Thanks.” 


“She is doing a wonderful job,” Lee said. 


“Td love to tag along,” Eliza suggested. “I might be in the market for a 
house myself soon.” 


Diana clenched her jaw. Even though she wasn’t looking forward to 
any more sessions of house hunting with Lee, she sure didn’tintend to 
watch Eliza Whitman plaster herself all over him. There were limits to 
what a woman should have to put up with. 


“Oh, youd be bored, Eliza,” Lee said. “When you get ready to buy, I'm 
sure Diana would love to work with you.” 


“Yes,” Diana said, “I'd loveto work with you.” I'd love to work you over. 


“Well...” Eliza said, her gray-green eyes speculative. She hooked her arm 
possessively through Lee’s. “How about us attacking the buffet table? 
I'm famished.” 


Lee said, “You ready, Diana? Let’s all get something to eat.” 


“Thank you,” Diana said, “but I think I'd better go over and talk to my 
mother and sisters. | haven't spent much time with them tonight.” 


“We'll come, too, Mom,” Kent said, taking Allison’s hand. 


As the three of them walked toward the table where her family was 
sitting, Dianaseethed. She knew she should have come to this party on 
her own. Now if she wanted to leave, she'd look as if she wasn’t having 
agood time. 


Or something. 


Like she wanted to get Lee away from Eliza Whitman. 
Or something. 


“I was just saying to Jackie that we’d hardly talked to you all night,” Di- 
ana’s mother said as they approached the table. 


“I’m sorry, Mom. I've been trying to talk to everyone. I didn’t mean to 
ignore you.” Diana smiled at her family. Jackie winked at her, and Carol 
rolled her eyes. Diana thought both her sisters and her mother looked 
lovely tonight. Jackie and Carol were much prettier than she was, in 
her opinion. Both were petite blondes like Barbara. Diana, on the other 
hand, had inherited her father’s height . . . and big feet, she thought 
ruefully. 


Diana looked at her mother. Although Barbara Kent exasperated Diana 
at times, she had to admit her mother was an attractive woman who 
could be very charming when she chose to. 


Jeff Christopher, Carol’s husband, stood and offered Diana his seat. 
“No, that’s okay,” she said. “I don’t mind standing.” 


“I want to get some fresh air anyway,” he said. He walked offtoward the 
open terrace doors. 


Diana sank into the vacated seat gratefully. “Well, are you all having a 
good time?” 


For a few minutes they talked about the party. Then Kent turned to 
Jackie. “Where's Uncle Chad tonight?” 


“He had to go out of town,” Jackie said. 


Diana knew that Jackie's husband had recently quit another job. She 
wondered if out of town meant he’d gone to Vegas again. He seemed to 
have the idea that it was easier to gamble and make money than it was 
to work for a living. 


Kent and Allison were soon engrossed in conversation with Jackie. 
Barbara turned her attention to Diana. “That’s a new dress, isn’t it?” 


“Yes” 


“?’ll bet you paid plenty for it.” 
Diana shrugged. 


“I wear this dress everywhere,” her mother continued, smoothing 
down the skirt of her mauve lace. Her tone grated on Diana's already- 
raw nerves. 


On the other side of Diana, Carol poked her with her elbow. 


“Youlook beautiful in it, though, Mom,” Diana said. I will not let her goad 
me into saying something I’ll regret. 


“You dolook beautiful, Gram,” Kent said from across the table. He 
grinned at his grandmother. The two had always gotten along. Al- 
though Barbara found a lot of fault with Diana, she doted on her 
grandson. 


“Thank you, dear. But Idon’t know whatI'm going to wear to your wed- 
ding,” Barbara said. 


Diana wanted to scream. Instead, she said calmly, “I told you I'd take 
you shopping for anew dress, Mom.” 


Carol snickered. She poked Diana again. 


Kent and Allison only stayed a few more minutes, then they wandered 
off. Diana stood. She had to get away. “I see the Steadmans over there. 
I'd better go say hello.” 


She sighed heavily as she walked away. This evening was exactly the 
ordeal she’d been afraid it would be. She glanced at the dance floor. It 
didn’t take her long to spot Lee and Eliza. Just then, Lee turned, and for 
one second, their gazes met. Diana quickly looked away. 


Somehow she got through the rest of the evening. Somehow she 
smiled and talked and acted like a gracious woman who was thrilled 
to death over her son’s engagement. Somehow she said all the right 
things. 


Finally the band played “Goodnight, Sweetheart,” and Lee came to 
claim the last dance. 


“I'm sorry I’ve neglected you tonight,” he said as he drew her into his 
arms. 


Diana held herself as stiffly as she could. 
“Youre not angry with me, are you?” 
“Don’t be ridiculous. Why should I be angry?” 


In answer, he pulled her closer, and for the rest of the dance she was 
acutely aware of his body as it moved against hers. She wanted to stay 
aloof. She wanted to show him she didn’t give adamn how much time 
he'd spent with his beautiful sister-in-law. She wanted to be cool and 
civilized and say something witty and clever. 


“{like dancing with you,” Lee murmured against her hair. 
“Really? That’s hard to believe.” 


Now whyhad she said that? Did she want him to think she was jeal- 
ous of the time he’d spent with Eliza? 


“What do youmean?” 
“Only that I’m not a very good dancer.” 
“What are you talking about? You're a great dancer.” 


For the rest of the dance she concentrated on not letting her body 
overheat because of Lee’s nearness. It wasn't easy. 


Diana wondered what Eliza Whitman was thinking when, after the 
dance ended, Lee guided her over to say their goodbyes to the Mar- 
lowes. Eliza gave nothing away, though, as she said, “Diana, so nice to 
meet you. Perhaps we could do lunch one day?” 


“Lovely,” Diana answered smoothly. “Call me. I’m in the book.” 
Finally they were in his car and on their way. About two-thirds of 
the way to her town house Lee said, “I’m glad Eliza is moving back to 


Houston.” 


“Yes, I could seethat.” As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she 
wanted to kick herself. 


Lee gave her a sideways look. “I don't think you understood what I 
meant.” 


“What's there to understand?” Diana said. “You like your sister-in-law, 
and you're glad she’s back in Houston. Seems pretty simple to me.” 


“?m not glad for myself. I'm glad for Allison. It’s going to benice for her 
to have her aunt here. Allison misses her mother, and Eliza will be the 
next best thing.” 


“Of course.” 

“You don't sound as if you believe me.” 

“Why wouldn’t I believe you?” 

“T don’t know,” he said thoughtfully. “But you sound... irritated.” 
“That’s ridiculous,” Diana said hotly. “Why should I be irritated?” 
“T have no idea. Unless—” 

“I’m not the least bit irritated, as you put it.” 


“Diana, are you sure you're not angry because I spent so much time with 
Eliza tonight?” 


Diana laughed. “Certainly not. I mean, after all, Eliza is your sister-in- 
law, and you haven’t seen her ina long time. Why shouldn’tyou spend a 
lot of time with her?” 


“Yes, that’s what I thought.” 
“Well, there you are. We're in perfect agreement.” 


“If we're in such perfect agreement, why do I detect a note of ice in 
your voice?” 


“Youre imagining things.” 


“I don’t think so.” He put on his left turn signal, then turned onto her 
street. As the car glided through the soft October night, Diana thought 
about how glad she would be to get inside and away from his knowing 
remarks. 


They reached her town house complex, and he pulled into the drive- 
way of her unit. He switched off the ignition, and the quiet settled 
around them. Turning in his seat to face her, the light from the nearby 
gas lamp bathed his face in shadows. 


“Beyond the fact that she’s part of the family, Eliza doesn’t mean any- 
thing to me, Diana,” he said softly. 


“You could be madly in love with her, and it wouldn’t make the least bit 
of difference to me,” she answered tightly. 


He chuckled, the sound infuriating her. 


“God, you've got an insufferable ego!” she said before she could stop 
herself. “You really think! care, don’t you?” 


“Yes, I do think you care.” He chuckled again, the sound tender and 
teasing. “Maybe I’m getting somewhere after all if I’ve succeeded in 
making you jealous.” Then, before she could react, or resist, he leaned 
over and kissed her nose, then let his lips slide down to cover her 
mouth. Diana's breath caught, and her heart slammed into her chest 
as his hand cupped her head, holding her lips firmly against his. He 
deepened the kiss, and she didn’t even try to resist. She just let herself 
gowith the sensations caused by hisheated mouth and his skillful pos- 
session. Her blood pounded through her veins. When he broke the kiss, 
though, she allowed her fear and frustration and unhappiness to boil 
over. 


She hated herself. 
She hated this weakness in herself. 
And she hated him for causing these unwelcome feelings. 


Breathing hard, she said, “I’m not jealous, you... you . . . egotistical 
man!” 


Furious with him, furious with herself, furious with everyone, espe- 
cially that stupidEliza Whitman, Diana yanked open the door of the 
Porsche, clambered out, and without saying another word, sped up the 
walk. 


Breath coming in short spurts, fury fueling her movements, she un- 
locked the door and practically threw herself inside. 


She was through with men. 
Allmen. 


Period. 


Chapter 9 


“T think everything went really well tonight, don’t you?” Allison said. 


Kent smiled down at her. They were walking through her grandpar- 
ents’ garden on their way to the gazebo at the back of the property. The 
engagement party had been over for more than an hour, and they’d 
just arrived home. “Yeah, I think it was nice.” 


“Nice!” Allison laughed. “Is that the only word you can think of to de- 
scribe it?” 


Kent shrugged sheepishly. “Well, you know what I mean. It was... it 
was verynice. Everyone had a good time, I think. Even Nikki seemed 
to be enjoying herself. You know, I think you were wrong. I think it’s 
going to be okay between her and us.” 


“Oh, Kent, please . .. she wasn't having a good time. She was miserable!” 


By nowthey’d reached the gazebo. Allison walked ahead of him, climb- 
ing the three shallow steps leading up and into the lacy enclosure. 
Her dress glistened in the moonlight. Kent studied the enticing curve 
of her saucy butt as it moved seductively under the clinging silk of 
her dress. The air whispered with the scent of the climbing roses that 
hugged the gazebo. 


Allison turned to face him and laid her hands against his chest, 
smoothing the lapels of his suit. “Honestly,” she said with a tolerant 
chuckle, “you're such a baby sometimes!” 


Kent stiffened. “I don’t think I care to be called a baby.” 


“Oh, darling, don’t get angry! Not tonight.” She raised herself on tiptoe 
and pulled his head down to meet hers. She nibbled at his bottom lip, 
touching it sweetly with the tip of her tongue. “Please, Kent. Don’t be 
mad at me,” she whispered, then met his lips fully. 


As soon as his mouth captured her warm, inviting one, Kent forgot 
about his irritation. Head swimming, he deepened the kiss and pulled 
her closer. His blood heated and his heart hammered as he slid his 
hands over the thin fabric gilding her body until they cupped her bot- 
tom and nestled her against him. 


He closed his eyes as he felt the firmness of her warm flesh. She wasn’t 
wearing a bra tonight, a fact he’d been aware of all night. Too aware. 


Thinking about the richness of her high, full breasts, his hands moved 
unerringly up her torso. He could feel the storm building inside him. 


“Kent...” Allison's voice was husky and breathless as she gently pushed 
him away. 


Reluctantly he released her. He didn’t look forward to the cooling- 
off period he'd face if he let things go any further between them. He 
closed his eyes for a minute. He wanted her so much, he wasn’t sure he 
could wait nearly three more months. 


Taking a deep breath, he said, “Let’s sit over there.” 


She smiled up at him, her eyes gleaming in the dappled light. She 
nodded. 


They sat on the circular bench, and he took her hand in his. Her di- 
amond engagement ring winked at him as he rubbed his thumb over 
the back of her hand. 


“T love you,” he said. 

“[ know. Hove you, too.” 

“It’s going to get harder and harder to wait.” 

“I know.” Her voice sounded small in the darkness. 


“But I will wait,” he said. “Because you mean everything to me, and I 
don’t want to do anything to make you unhappy.” 


“Oh, Kent.” She squeezed his hand. “You're awfully good to me. I—” 
“What?” 


“It’s just that sometimes your're too good. Too nice. You see everything 
through rose-colored glasses. Like with Nikki, for instance.” 


He sighed. “What about Nikki?” 


“Well... you think she’s so nice. You think everyone is like you. That 
their motives are all pure.” 


“She isnice.” 


“I’m not saying she isn't. But if you think the three of us are going to be 
friends, now or after we're married, you're kidding yourself.” 


Why couldn’t she just drop this subject? Obviously they were never 
going to agree. “Okay,” he said resignedly, “maybe I was being too opti- 
mistic to think you and she would be friends. But Nikki and I, well, we'll 
always be friends. She's been a part of my life since I was a little kid. 
She's practically family. Don’t worry, though. If youre uncomfortable 
with the situation, I won’t force you to do things with her. Ican meet 
her for lunch, and I'll still see her once a week for softball.” 


“Kent, that’s not going to work.” 


There was a note of deliberate patience in her voice, a note he didn’t 
care for, anote that sounded as if she were talking to achild instead of 
a grown man. 


But her voice softened as she continued. “Thing is, I won't be very 
happy if you insist on seeing Nikki after we’re married. How will that 
look, anyway? A married man running around with an unmarried 
woman?” 


“You can’t expect me to just drop Nikki? I can’t hurt her like that.” 
“I’m sure she expects it. I would in her shoes.” 


“Allison, Nikki's not like you. She wouldn’t understand if I did some- 
thing like that. And, on top of the fact that I don’t wantto eliminate 
Nikki from my life, her mother and my mother are best friends. It 
would be terrible for everyone if I hurt Nikki.” 


“But I’m telling you, none of them expect things to be the same. If you 
don’t believe me, ask your mother. Besides, Nikki knows the score. She’s 
not some dumb girl from the sticks, even if she does dress like she is.” 


Kent stared at her. “What's wrong with the way she dresses? I thought 
she looked great tonight.” 


Allison shrugged. “She looked better tonight than any other time I've 
seen her. She obviously made an effort to look her best. I mean, think 
about it. If you were a girl, would youwant to look anything less than 


your best when you were going to the engagement party of the man 
you're in love with? You sure as heck don't want to look... frumpy!” 


“Allison, we’re getting nowhere. I don’t want to discuss Nikki anymore, 
okay? Let’s just drop the subject.” To get her mind off Nikki, about 
whom he knew they would always disagree, he said, “Your father and 
my mother seemed to be having a good time together. You know,” he 
added, the idea just hitting him, “it wouldn’t surprise me if they got 
together.” He grinned. “In fact, I think your father isinterested in my 
mother!” The idea pleased him immensely. 


He wasn't prepared for the way Allison’s hand tensed in his, the rigid- 
ity he could feel in her body. Even her voice sounded tight when she 
answered, “That’s ridiculous!” 


“Why is it so ridiculous?” Kent wasn't sure he liked her tone of voice or 
her implication. 


“Because your mother isn’t my father’s type at all!” 


Kent bristled. “1 don’t know why you should say something like that. 
My mother’s beautiful, she’s smart, she’s successful. Why wouldn't he 
be interested in her? I'd think any man your father’s age would be.” 


“I know the type of woman that attracts my father, and it’s not some- 
one like your mother. If he were going to be interested in anyone, it 
would be a woman like my aunt Eliza, for instance.” 


Kent dropped her hand. Frowning, he turned to face her. He’d had a 
chilling thought. “You don’t like my mother, do you?” 


“Oh, no, Kent...1... that’s not true! I didn’t mean anything like that. 
Oh gosh, I’m sorry... Inever thought how that must sound.” 


Kent still frowned. Despite her sincere-sounding apology, he hadn't 
liked the way she'd referred to his mother. Her inference still rankled. 
His mother could hold her own in any crowd, and no one, not even Al- 
lison, was ever going to say differently. At least not in hishearing. 


She laid her hand on his forearm. “Kent, honey, really. I didn’t mean 
anything by what I said. It’s just that ... well, Dianais so differentfrom 
my mother...and...” Her voice droppedso low Kent could hardlyhear 
her. “My Aunt Elizais...she ... she looks just like my mother.” 


All his displeasure evaporated. Of course. How stupid of him. She 
might sound self-possessed and sophisticated, even cynical at times, 
but down deep Allison was vulnerable, especially when it came to the 
subject of her father and her mother. Kent guessed he'd been pretty 
insensitive. He probably never should have said what he’d said. If he 
hadn’t been trying to get her sidetracked from the subject of Nikki, he 
probably wouldn’t have, either. 


“It’s okay,” he said gruffly. “I guess I’m pretty defensive when it comes 
tomy mother.” 


“{ know.” She slid her hand into his again, and leaned her head against 
his shoulder. “You're proud of your mother, and youshouldbe. She's ac- 
complished remarkable things.” 


“T owe her alot,” he said. “She's always put me first.” 


“I know. And I admire that. She's a terrific woman.” Kent knew he 
should feel relieved that they'd straightened all this out tonight, but 
for some reason, even though Allison was as sweet as could be for the 
next thirty minutes—he still felt a faint uneasiness. Lately it seemed as 
if they were disagreeing about everything. To wipe this dark thought 
out of his mind, he put his arm around her and tilted her face up to 
meet his. 


Then he lost himself in the honeyed recesses of her mouth and sud- 
denly nothing else seemed important. 


Lee woke early Sunday morning, even though it had been after one be- 
fore he finally got to bed the previous night. The first thinghe thought 
about was Diana’s hurried exit from his car. The way she’d sounded 
when she'd called him egotistical. The way she'd acted about the time 
he’d spent with Eliza. 


One fact kept hammering away at him. It was the only thing that had 
kept him from complete frustration over Diana's actions. 


If Diana didn’t care about him, if she wasn't interested in him, she 
would never have been so emotional last night. 


He kept thinking about her and how he should proceed when he saw 
her this afternoon. He planned his strategy while he fixed his coffee. 


She was still on his mind while he took a shower, dressed and walked 
outside to get the newspaper. 


He’d finally stopped thinking about Diana and was eating the scram- 
bled eggs he’d fixed for his breakfast when Allison walked into the 
kitchen. 


“Good morning,” she said, leaning over to kiss his cheek. “Umm, that 
coffee smells good.” She padded over to the counter, poured herself a 
cup, then sat across from him. 


He smiled at her. Although she was in her bathrobe and didn’t have 
makeup on, she still looked good in his eyes. Youth, he thought fondly. 


“Did you have fun last night?” she said, her gaze meeting his over the 
rim of her cup. 


“I did. It was a very nice party. I’ll have to make a point of telling your 
grandparents what a good job they did. I didn’t have a chance to tell 
them last night.” 


She was silent for a long moment, then said casually, “’'m sorry you 
were stuck with escorting Kent’s mother. I know you probably would 
have liked to stay and talk to Aunt Eliza afterward. Didn’t she look won- 
derfullast night? It’s so good to have her home again. Don’t you think?” 


Lee set his coffee cup down. “It wasn’t a chore to bring Diana. I enjoyed 
it” He met her gaze squarely. “And yes, I'm glad your aunt is home 
again, because I know how much she means to you.” He hesitated. This 
was a subject they normally avoided, for it always brought pain to Alli- 
son, something he never liked doing. “Your Aunt Eliza reminds you of 
your mother, doesn’t she?” he said softly. 


Allison's eyes clouded. She bit her bottom lip and nodded. 


Lee reached across the table and grasped his daughter's hand. He 
squeezed. “You still miss her, don’t you?” 


She nodded. “Andit’s .... it’s worse right now. I keep thinking about my 
wedding. How much I wish she was here to help me and share it with 
me.” Tears glistened in her beautiful eyes. “Th-that’s why I’m so glad 
Aunt Eliza is home.” 


Naturally. Why hadn’t he realized how hard it was for her? “I’m sorry, 
honey.” 


She sighed deeply, looking away. For a long moment the only sound 
in the kitchen was the hum of the refrigerator. Finally she turned her 
gaze back to him. She no longer looked on the verge of tears. She’d got- 
ten herself under control. “Thanks, Dad. 1... maybe I don't tell youvery 
often, but, well, it means a lot to me that you've always been there for 
me.” She gave him a shaky smile, and his heart swelled with love. “But, 
still, it willbe wonderful to have Aunt Eliza’s help. A woman ... you 
know.” 


“Yes, I know.” 


“Plus,” she added brightly, “she’s so much fun. I’m looking forward to 
doing things with her. And sometimes, well, maybe the three of us can 
do things together.” Her eyes were hopeful. “It. .. it would be like. .. 
like having Mom with us again.” 


“Sweetheart...” Oh, damn. He had to be careful what he said. Her feel- 
ings were important to him, even if her obvious desire to see him hook 
up with Eliza was wishful thinking that was never going to come true. 
“Look,” he said gently. “Iloved your mother very much, and I miss her, 
too. I always will. But ifand when I...marry someone else .. .it can’t be 
because she reminds me of your mother. That wouldn't be fair. To her 
or tome.” 


Allison bowed her head. For along moment she said nothing. 
Lee waited. 


Finally she said, “You're right, of course.” As she raised her head, Lee 
saw an expression of longing flit across her lovely features, quickly fol- 
lowed by a stubborn lifting of her chin. “But, Daddy, I know Aunt Eliza 
is looking forward to spending time with us. And she's family. There’s 
no harm in doing things together, is there?” 


An image of Diana’s face as it had looked last night popped into Lee’s 
mind. Lee knew it wouldn't be a good idea to spend much time with 
Eliza—not if he wanted to get anywhere with Diana—but he didn’t 
want to make too much of an issue about it. 


Not yet, anyway. 


“We'll see,” he said. “I’m going to be pretty busy, what with the new job 
and house hunting and everything else. But don’t let my schedule stop 
you. I think you should spend as much time with your Aunt Eliza as 
you want to.” He smiled. “She loves you. The two of you will have fun 
together. And between her and your grandmother, youll have lots of 
help in planning the wedding.” 


He ignored the nagging thought that it wasn't only Diana who was 
going to give him trouble about his feelings for her. He had an uncom- 
fortable feeling Allison was going to oppose him every step of the way, 
too. 


Diana’s morning wasn’t going well. Although she didn’t feel like it, she 
picked up her mother at nine-thirty the way she always tried to do on 
Sunday mornings. Her mother grumbled all the way to the church. 


“and then he said he couldn’t do anything about it.” 


Diana frowned, trying to concentrate on what her mother was saying. 
“Couldn’t do anything about what, Mom?” 


“Don’t you ever listen to me, Diana? Nobody ever listens to me! I don’t 
know why I ended up with such children. I was always a good mother 
to you girls, and look at the thanks I get.” 


Diana sighed. She glanced at her mother’s rigid profile, her tight lips, 
the unhappy expression pinching her face. Why did her mother al- 
ways seem so discontented, no matter what or how much others did 
for her? Why did she always seem to want more? This was a ques- 
tion that had nagged at Diana for years, but she still had no answers. 
It didn’t seem to matter how many times Diana or her sisters called 
their mother or came to see her, Barbara Kent still accused them of 
neglecting her. It also didn't matter how much money Diana gave her. 
Her mother continued to whine about how destitute she was. All this 
despite the fact that she owned her Heights area home free and clear, 
hada car paid for and maintained by Diana, had interest incomeas well 
as her social security checks and never lacked for anything. 


Even Carol, who didn’t really like doing it, contributed some money to 
Barbara's support. Not a lot. Notas much as Diana, but still... And Jackie 
helped, too, although since her worthless husband never could hold 
a job, she couldn't really give her mother money. But she helped by 


cutting Barbara's hair and sharing her entertainment and soap opera 
magazines, which Barbara loved. 


The morning was an ordeal. Diana listened with half an ear to her 
mother’s laments, only commenting when she felt she couldn’t do 
otherwise. Finally, in exasperation, she said, “The engagement party 
was a success, I thought. The Marlowes certainly didn’t spare any ex- 
pense.” 


Barbara’s blue eyes gleamed. “I always knew Kent would do right by 
himself. ’m glad he had the sense to pick a girl who has money and a 
good name.” 


Diana knew her mother didn’t think much of the choices her own 
daughters had made. Diana grimaced. Actually her mother was right 
on that score. Neither she nor her sisters hadchosen very wisely. Un- 
fortunately she wasn’t sure Kent had, either. Of course, her criteria for 
a wise choice was far different from her mother's. 


“I was so afraid Kent would marry Nikki,” Barbara added. 


That did it. Before she could stop herself, Diana said, “Iwas hopingKent 
would marry Nikki.” 


“Oh, I knew that. I’m notas dense as you think Iam, Diana. I know how 
much you think of that girl. And she’s a nice girl. I’m not saying she 
isn’t. But she couldn't doa thing for Kent or his career. Allison can.” 


“You know, Mother...” Oh, Lord, what was the use? “Well, Kent loves Al- 
lison, and he seems happy. If he’s happy, I’m happy.” 


Finally they were on their way back to her mother’s house. But she 
wasn’t through complaining. “Iknow you said you'd take me shopping 
for anew dress, but I can't afford a new dress,” her mother said, after a 
long tirade about the expensive dresses all the women had worn to the 
engagement party and how out of place she’d felt in her old mauve lace 
dress that she'd worn everywhere for years. 


“{ always intended to pay for your dress,” Diana said. Why not? What 
was another couple of hundred dollars, anyway? She was already going 
to go broke over this wedding, and she was just the mother of the 
groom. She wondered how parents of girls afforded the astronomical 
costs. 


Perking up immediately, her mother said, “Can we go to Penelope 
Stuart’s?” She'd named one of Houston's most exclusive and expensive 
shops. 


“No,” Diana said. She wouldn’tlose her temper. She wouldn't. 
“l asked Jinx Marlowe where she got her dress—” 
“Oh, God, Mother, you didn’t!” 


“—and she said from Penelope Stuart's. I’ve never had a dress from 
Penelope Stuart's.” 


“Mom,” Diana said through gritted teeth, “I’ve never had a dress from 
Penelope Stuart's, either. I can’t afford those prices.” 


“youcertainly had an expensive-looking dress on last night. How 
much did you pay for it?” 


Diana clenched her teeth harder. Count to ten. She kept her voice mild 
as she answered. “It wasn’t too expensive.” 


“Diana Kent Sorensen, don’t you lie to me. I know that dress wasn’t 
cheap.” She continued to mumble under her breath. “It’s okay for herto 
spend a fortune on a dress, but her own mother, well, what can I ex- 
pect?” 


Diana counted to twenty. “I promise you I'll get you a nice dress. A very 
nice dress. Now can we please drop the subject?” 


By the time she pulled into the driveway of her mother’s home and 
they'd said their goodbyes, Diana was exhausted and had the begin- 
nings of another headache. Latelyit seemed as if her head was in acon- 
stant state of disrepair. 


And the day wasn’t over yet. She still had to face Lee and spend the 
afternoon house hunting. After her ignominious actions toward him 
the previous night, she wasn't sure she couldface him. 


She wished she could call him and cancel their house hunting plans. 
She wished she could assign him to someone else. She wished she 
could tell him to get lost. 


But she didn’t do any of those things. 


When he arrived at the office at one o'clock, she coolly said, “Hello. 
You're right on time.” She picked up her briefcase. “We'll take my car 
today.” She had decided to make no mention of their conversation the 
night before. If she pretended nothing had happened, maybe he'd be a 
gentleman and take the hint. 


He gave her atwisted smile, but he didn’t disagree. 


The afternoon was an ordeal for her. Lee behaved himself—it wasn’t 
that. In fact, the more businesslike she was, the more businesslike he 
became. 


By the end of the afternoon, though, the stress of trying to keep her 
thoughts under control was getting to her. She was just too aware of 
him sitting beside her in the car, walking beside her in the houses they 
looked at, and several times she’d caught him looking at her with an in- 
scrutable expression on his face. 


But finally the day was over. 
And they still hadn’t found a house Lee liked. 


When they got back to her office, Lee said, “Well, where do we go from 
here?” 


“T’ll set up some more appointments for you, I guess. When do you 
want to look again?” 


“That’s not what I meant.” 


They were standing in the parking lot. The Sunday afternoon traffic on 
Memorial Drive was light, and the early October sunshine felt warmon 
her shoulders. She looked up at Lee. His amber eyes were reflective as 
he met her gaze. Her heart skipped. “What did you mean?” 


“I meant where do youand I go from here?” 


Diana looked away. “Lee, why won't you give this topic arest? Why can’t 
you accept that you and I are never going anywhere? That we're not 
going to havea relationship?” 


“Because I don’t believe it.” 


She forced herself to meet his gaze once more. His eyes were filled with 
a soft understanding and certainty that sent doubt sailing through 
her. “You're just going to have to accept it,” she said wearily. “I’m just 
not interested in you.” She wondered if her lack of conviction showed 
inher voice. 


“Vl never accept it.” 

“Well, fine, but I’m not.” 

“{ don’t believe you. You're not telling me the truth.” 
“What's it going to take to convince you?” 


“The day youcan look me straight in the eye without flinching and say 
you aren't attracted to me, you don't want me and you never will... 
then maybe I’ll believe you.” His sensuous mouth quirked up at the cor- 
ners, and his eyes flashed with amusement. “But only after I've kissed 
you thoroughly and you haven't reciprocated!” 


Diana wanted to stamp her foot. 
She wanted to tell him he was an arrogant ass. 


She wanted to deny everything, let him kiss her, and hold herself aloof 
and cold. Show him he was dead wrong. 


But she didn’t dare. 
For she knew she could never convince him. 
Good grief, she couldn't even convince herself. 


The amusement faded from his eyes. “The day you're honest with me, 
maybe then I'll back off.” 


“T’ve been honest with you.” 


“Tt don’t think so. You’ve thrown up a million and one excuses, but I 
think the realissue is your fear. I think you're afraid of getting too close 
to me, of needing me or anyone else.” 


Diana went very still. “You're wrong.” How did he do it? How did he 
know what she was feeling? 


“I don’t think so.” 
“You don't know anything about me.” But he did. He did, damn him. 


“I thought I did. I thought you were strong and brave and pretty 
wonderful. But now I’m not sure. Maybe you're right. Maybe I really 
don’tknow you. Maybe you're just a garden-variety coward.” 


Diana swallowed. She wanted to deny his accusation, but what was the 
use? She wasfrightened. But she had no intention of admitting it to 
him. No intention of letting him know how close he'd come. 


Lee’s jaw hardened. Diana’s glance met his again. There was no amuse- 
ment in the golden-brown depths of his eyes. No soft understanding. 
No emotion. 


“Okay, you win,” he finally said. “I've tried in every way I know how to 
convince you to give us a chance. And frankly, I’m tired of trying. So I 
won't bother you again. In fact, if you want to assign another agent to 
help me find a house, that’s okay, too.” His eyes looked like cold topaz, 
all the warm lights hidden behind some kind of invisible wall. “That 
way you won’t have to put up with meat all.” 


Diana’s heart pounded. She wanted to reach out and touch him, say, no, 
no, I don’t want to do that atall. 


“I guess this is goodbye, then.” He gave her a mocking salute. “If you 
change your mind, you know my number.” Now his mouth slid into a 
cynical smile. “But don’t wait too long. I've never been known for my 
patience.” 


Chapter 10 


Lee smiled grimly all the way home. He'd always been a gambler. You 
didn’t get to his position in the business world without being a gam- 
bler. 


He wondered if his gamble with Diana would pay off. He knew he’d 
taken a big chance. Maybe she'd be so relieved by his backing off that 
she really wouldn’tmake any attempt to change things between them. 


If only he knew why she was so afraid. He thought he knew, but think- 
ing, and really knowing, were two different things. 


He sighed as he pulled into the Marlowes’ driveway. Well, what did he 
have to lose by taking this gamble? He hadn't been getting anywhere 
the other way. Maybe purposely staying away from Diana would do the 
trick. Maybe, once she’d had achance to miss him, to examine her own 
feelings, she'd be more receptive to him when he finally did approach 
her again. 


But this enforced absence was going to be tough on him. 


He only hoped it was going to be tough on her, too. 


The next couple of weeks dragged by. Somehow Diana got through 
them. Somehow she kept her mind focused on work and not on Lee. 
She took his suggestion and assigned him to Sunny, who had been 
working with him ever since. By the third week of October, Diana had 
almost recovered her equilibrium and recaptured her contentment 
with her life. 


Almost. 


She looked up as Sunny entered her office. Sunny looked particularly 
attractive today in a pumpkin-colored suit and dark green suede shoes. 
On her head was perched a sassy green felt Robin Hood hat. A perky 
feather curled from the brim. 


Diana chuckled. “What're you? The Halloween pumpkin come to life?” 


Sunny arched her eyebrows. “You're just jealous because you can’t wear 
these colors.” 


“That’s for sure. That color of orange turns my skin to mud! Seriously I 
love your suit. And that hat. Are they new?” 


“Uh-huh. I picked the suit up at Alaina’s during her end-of-the-season 
sale last year. Isn’t it great?” Sunny smoothed down the lapels of the 
suit jacket, giving Diana a sly look from under her eyelashes. “I wanted 
to look nice for Mr. Magnificent. I was hoping he might make an inde- 
cent proposal... or two.” 


Diana used all her considerable willpower to keep from revealing how 
sunny’s barb had pricked. “How's the house hunting going?” she said 
casually. 


Sunny grinned. “That’s what I came in to tell you, boss lady. Congratu- 
late me! I may not have gotten any indecent proposals from him, but 
Lee Gabriel gave me something better! Only moments ago, tall, dark 
and dangerous signed an offer letter on a house.” 


Diana’s heart quickened. “Is he here?” Oh, honestly, why did she care? 


Sunny’s eyes narrowed knowingly. “No, Diana, my friend, he’s not here. 
He washere. In fact, he was right out there, not twenty feet away from 
your door.” She grinned again. “For a whole half hour.” 


Thank goodness she hadn't known. She might have weakened, been 
tempted to walk out and casually stroll by. She hadn't even laid eyes on 
him since his parting shot two weeks ago. Just thinking about his final 
remark made the hairs on her arms rise again. Oh, he was so darned 
sure of himself! Well, she’d show him. Hell could freeze over before 
she’d call him. 


A sudden image of her mother’s face, set in angry lines, popped into 
her mind. Barbara Kent had wagged her finger at a fourteen-year-old 
Diana, saying, “Diana Kent, you are the most bullheaded, stubborn girl 
it’s ever been my misfortune to know. Why, you'd cut off your nose to 
spite your face anytime!” 


Tam not cutting off my nose to spite my face. This situation with Lee was 
not at all like that. She didn’t want to see him again; she wanted him to 
leave her alone. 


And he was. 


“Which house does he want?” she asked, forcing her thoughts back to 
business. 


“The Finnegan house.” Sunny beamed. 


Diana whistled softly. “Congratulations, Sunny. That’s going to be a 
nice commission check for you. That’s your new listing, isn’t it?” 


“yep! I'm tickled.” 
“Do you think the Finnegans will accept the offer?” 


“They'd be crazy not to! He’s offering them only a couple of thousand 
less than their asking price, and I happen to know his offer is well 
within the range of what they'll accept. In fact, I think it’s more than 
they hoped to get. Of course, I couldn’t let Lee know that.” Sunny was 
referring to the fact that in Texas a real estate agent represented the 
seller, even if she was working primarily with the buyer. Of course, in 
this case, Sunny was the listing agent on the house, so she was really 
treading a fine line. 


“That’s great, Sunny. Congratulations again.” 


“T knew that house would sell quickly.” Triumph rang in Sunny’s voice. 
“Tt’s a dream house.” 


Diana hadn’t seen the Finnegan house yet. As they did for all new 
listings, the agency had scheduled an open house for the weekend. But 
now the open house would be canceled, so she guessed she wouldn’t 
see it. 


Not for along time, anyway, she mused. Not until Lee had some kind of 
party for Allison and Kent where she might also be included. 


And then again, maybe Lee would neverinclude her again. 


The thought caused her heart to give a painful lurch, which she tried 
to ignore. You’re never satisfied, she told herself after Sunny left her 
office. You wanted him to leave you alone. You got your wish. What’s your 
problem? 


The problem was, she missed seeing him. 


She missed talking to him. 


She missed . . . She shook the thought away. So she’d discovered she 
missed sex. So what? Big deal. 


Had she made the right decision? 
The thought refused to go away. 
Of course I did. 


But irrationally, all afternoon after her brief conversation with Sunny, 
Diana wondered why Lee had given up so easily. She finally admitted 
that she hadn’t believed him when he’d said he was giving up. She'd re- 
ally expected him to call her again. 


Or send her flowers again. 
Or something. 


At ten-thirty the next morning, Diana was in the reception area talk- 
ing to workmen who were installing a new security system. It was 
costing more than Diana had wanted to pay, but she decided it was 
worth it. There had been a couple of instances of muggings in small 
real estate offices, and Diana had decided that the old saw about an 
ounce of prevention being worth a pound of cure was probably very 
true. 


The new system included a hidden button under the rim of Tracy’s 
deskthat would send an alarm directly to the company monitoring the 
system. There were also going to be panic buttons in the bull pen and 
in all the individual offices. 


Diana was deep in discussion when the outer door opened and Lee 
walked in. 


Their gazes met. 
Her heart stopped. 
His was inscrutable. Cool and inscrutable. 


Golden brown should mean warmth, Diana thought distractedly. 


He nodded, a half smile creasing his face. The smile had no warmth, 
either. “Hello, Diana.” 


“Lee,” she said, the greeting sounding more like a croak than a word. 
She cleared her throat. 


Lee handed some papers to Tracy, who beamed up at him. “Hi, Mr. 
Gabriel. Sunny said you were dropping these off.” 


Now the smile warmed up. Heavenly days, Diana thought. When he 
put effort into it, his smile was enough to curl a woman’s toes. But 
there was an ache around her heart because the smile wasn’t meant for 
her. “I didn’t expect to see you still here,” he said to Tracy. “Isn’t that 
baby of yours due?” 


“Any day,” Tracy said. “But I feel great, so my doctor said there’s no rea- 
son Ican’t workright up until I go into labor.” 


Diana, who had finally recovered her poise, said, “We're just hoping she 
doesn’t decide to have Barton, Jr., right here.” 


Tracy grinned. “Nope. No chance of that.” 


Lee smiled again, then looked around. “I see you're having a security 
system installed.” 


“Yes.” 
“You having problems or something?” 
“No. I’ve been meaning to do this for along time.” 


“That's good. I'm glad there’s no real problem.” His gaze met hers again, 
and for one brief moment, something flickered in the depths of his 
eyes—something that made Diana’s chest tighten. And then it was 
gone, and his impersonal mask slipped into place again. “Well, I’ve got a 
lunch meeting at eleven-thirty, so I'd better get going. Good seeing you 
again, Diana. You, too, Tracy.” 


After he left, Diana tried to concentrate on the security system, but 
over and over again throughout that long day, she kept seeing Lee’s 
face, his eyes, his expression. She kept hearing his voice with all its 
nuances. She kept remembering how much fun they’d had together at 


the zoo, at the Paul Simon concert. She relived the kisses they'd shared, 
and shivered with the dark, delicious memories. 


Oh, Diana stop it, she told herself. Stop it this instant! You’re happy with 
your life. You made the right decision. You like your freedom and your 
independence. You like being in control of your time, your decisions, your 
money, your emotions. Especially your emotions. You’re contented. When 
you need companionship, you have your family and friends and cats. When 
you need excitement or challenge, you have your business. 


But what about love? The question nagged at her. 
Well, you have Kent. And one of these days, you'll have grandchildren. 
It’s not enough. 


It’s been enough for twenty years. Why should it suddenly stop being 
enough? 


You know why. Now you've met Lee. Now you've tasted something else. 


Just because something tastes good doesn’t mean it’s good for you.On and 
on her thoughts whirled. Finally at five o’clock, in disgust, she stuffed 
papers into her briefcase and put on her suit jacket. 


She had to stop this. And soon. 


Otherwise she was going to go nuts. 


The next afternoon, Diana had finally regained her concentration and 
was looking over some flyers she’d received from one of the mortgage 
companies, when Tracy buzzed her to announce that Kent was on his 
way back. 


“I was beginning to think you'd fallen off the face of the earth,” Diana 
said as he walked into her office. “I haven't heard from you in weeks.” 


“Now, Ma,” Kent said, his good nature undisturbed. “It’s not like you to 
nag. Is something wrong?” He bent over her desk and kissed her cheek. 


“No. I’ve just missed talking to you, that’s all. How’re the wedding plans 
coming along?” 


A slight cloud passed over Kent’s affable features. “Things are going 
well.” 


“You don't sound too sure.” 


He shrugged. “No, really, they’re going fine. It's just that .. . well, things 
are costing so much. I guess I never realized a wedding was so expen- 
sive.” 


Diana nodded. She hadn't, either. 


“Of course, Allison’s father and grandparents are paying for every- 
thing, soI guess I shouldn’t complain but, I don’t know, it still bothers 
me.” Kent hesitated, then added, “Her grandparents have even insisted 
on paying for our honeymoon trip.” 


“Oh, Kent!” Even though Diana knew he could ill afford the cost of a 
trip on top of the cost of that extravagant ring he’d given Allison, she 
still felt there was something wrong about the groom not paying for 
the wedding trip. Surely he wasn’t going to let them. 


He grimaced. “I know. I don’t really want them to, but I don’t feel like I 
havea choice.” 


“You always have a choice,” Diana said quietly. 


He swung his legs down from her desk, and leaned forward, elbows on 
knees. His expression was earnest. “Look, Mom,I know you think that’s 
true but, well... youjust don’t know Allison.” 


Oh, but I think I do, Diana thought. And what I know disturbs me. 


“See, doing things right, well, that means a lot to her. AndI...I want 
her to be happy. She and I talked about it. My idea was we’d just take 
four days or so, maybe go to New Orleans, which I could have managed, 
but Allison wants to go to Paris.” 


“Paris!” 


“Yeah. She wants to show me where they lived. She . . . she really loves 
the city, and she’s anxious to show it off.” 


His eyes said, please understand. 


Diana sighed. She hoped Allison’s views about life and money didn’t 
corrupt Kent completely. It would be so easy for him to just give in 
on everything, especially when not only Allison, but her grandparents 
and Lee seemed determined to lavish gifts on the young couple. 


She wished he’d stand up to Allison and her family. Stiffen his back- 
bone alittle bit and not let them manipulate him so easily. She knew he 
wanted to please Allison. She only hoped when it really counted he’d be 
strong. 


“Her grandfather talked to me aboutit,” Kent continued. “He explained 
how much they wanted to do this for us, and how much it meant to 
them. | couldn’t refuse. It would have seemed spiteful, or something.” 


Yes, Diana thought, she could see how Kent felt. Actually she imagined 
she might have felt the same way if Howard Marlowe had put her on 
the spot like that. It had been very clever of Allison’s grandfather to 
put the honeymoon trip in just those terms. No wonder Kent had con- 
ceded on this point. 


“So you're going to Paris, then?” she said. 
“Uh-huh. We made our reservations yesterday.” 


“Well, since you've decided to accept the trip, you might as well enjoy 
it. Paris is a wonderful city. Romantic, beautiful. It'll be a terrific place 
to be on your honeymoon. So don't feel guilty.” 


He grinned. “That's what I like about you. Youre the most sensible per- 
son I know.” 


Diana wondered if Kent would still think so if he knew how severely 
her good sense had been tested where Lee was concerned. 


As if he’d read her mind, Kent said, “Lee tells me he’s found a house.” 


“Yes.” She hoped her expression didn’t reveal the way her heart had 
quickened just at the mention of Lee’s name. “He’s real excited about it, 
too.” 


“Good. I’m glad.” 


“Allison’s Aunt Eliza has offered to help him with the decorating.” 


“Oh?” Keep your voice calm and interested. Smile. 
“Yeah. You know, Ithink Lee and Allison’s aunt are dating.” 


Pain squeezed Diana's heart, a pain she tried to pretend wasn’t there. 
“Th-that's nice,” she managed. 


“Allison thinks so,” Kent said innocently. 
Allison would. 


For the remainder of Kent’s visit, Diana struggled to talk normally and 
tokeep the vision of Eliza Whitman and Lee out of her thoughts. By the 
time Kent left, she felt drained. 


This is for the best, she told herself. He's found someone else, someone 
much more suitable than you. Now you can get on with your own life. 


The following Friday, the day before Halloween, Diana's sister Jackie 
called from her home in Bryan. In hysterics. 


“Calm down, Jackie. What's wrong?” 


Diana shook her head as she listened to Jackie relate the latest in a se- 
ries of incidents concerning her husband, Chad. 


“This is the final straw, Diana. I just can’t take any more. I couldn't be- 
lieve it when I got the Shell bill! Do you know what he's been doing?” 


“No, what?” Nothing would surprise Diana. 


“He's been charging gasoline for his friends on ourcredit card. That’s 
the way he gets cash! They pay him cash, and he charges the purchase 
on our bill!” Tears clogged her voice. “It’s unbelievable. And after all his 
promises.” 


Diana didn’t know what to say. It would sound much too cynical to say 
that it was a mistake to ever believe any man’s promises. 


“and you know, we had had such a good talk a couple of weeks ago. 
I thought that maybe, finally, things were going to get better. He 
promised me he'd really try to stick with a job, and we made out a bud- 


get and aplan to pay offall our bills. And heagreed to take an allowance 
and stay with it. And now this.” 


Diana made comforting noises, which was allshe could think of doing. 


“ym leaving him,” Jackie said, tears thickening her voice. “Can the kids 
and I come and stay with you for awhile? We could go to Mom's, Iguess, 
but I can’t face it. You know how sheis. She'll give me that I-told-you-so 
look until I'll want to puke.” 


Diana thought about her quiet town house. She thought about her 
privacy. She thought about how much she valued her calm oasis at the 
end of a long, tiring day. She sighed. “Yes, of course, youcan come and 
stay with me.” She wouldn't wish her mother’s constant disapproving 
countenance on anyone. 


She hoped this sacrifice wasn’t going to be in vain. She hoped Jackie 
meant it this time. In Diana’s opinion, Chad was worthless. Would al- 
ways be worthless. A good-looking, good-for-nothing worthless bum. 
She’d always thought Jackie deserved better. 


80 Jackie and her kids moved in. Actually, even though Diana wasn’t 
looking forward to the invasion by a thirty-eight-year-old woman and 
her ten-year-old son and twelve-year-old daughter, it wasn’t as bad as 
she’d thought it might be. 


Douglas was a nice kid—quiet and thoughtful—and he and Diana had 
always gotten along. She fixed a bed up in her loft so he’d have hisown 
place. She even let him move her little TV set from the kitchen, so he 
could go upstairs and watch his favorite shows if he wanted to. And 
Clyde, obviously adoring, latched onto Douglas, following him every- 
where. This amused Diana. All males stick together, she thought. 


Melissa, her niece, was a pretty nice kid, too. Amazingly nice, consid- 
ering the kind of turmoil she'd been raised in. Melissa and Jackie were 
sharing the guest room, but neither seemed to mind. 


Even Bonnie got into the act. After the first day, she crawled out from 
her hidey-hole under Diana’s bed, and began to peek her little head 
around the corner. On the third day, she rubbed up against Melissa’s leg 
and from then on, the two were best buddies. 


The day after Jackie and the kids moved in, Tracy went into labor, so 
even that worked out well, because Jackie was a crackerjack secretary, 
and Diana immediately put her to work. 


“You can work for me while Tracy’s off on maternity leave. That'll give 
you time to look for a permanent job.” 


Jackie agreed. She was pathetically grateful, and Diana knewit, but she 
tried to downplay her role when Jackie stumbled over her thanks. 


“Listen, youd do the same for me,” Diana said. 


“Well, sure, but that’s never gonna happen, and you know it. You've 
never needed anyone.” 


Diana had been telling herself the same thing for years, so why did it 
feel like a hurtful criticism when Jackie said it? 


Diana and Jackie fell into the habit of talking late at night after the kids 
were asleep. They talked about everything: Jackie’s future, her life with 
Chad, their mother and Carol. Diana told Jackie about the things Carol 
had said the day she'd called to complain about Barbara’s phone calls. 


“She's jealous of you, Diana. That’s why she makes those snide re- 
marks.” 


“But she’s got a husband and three children, a nice home, everything 
she supposedly wanted. Why is she jealous?” Diana asked. She was 
sitting Indian fashion on her deep-cushioned couch, dressed in her fa- 
vorite clothes—a faded blue warm-up suit and thick socks. Overnight 
the weather had turned cool, and even though it was only early No- 
vember, it was beginning to feel like winter. 


Jackie, who wasnestled into the love seat that sat at a right angle to the 
couch, nodded thoughtfully. She'd drawn her knees up to her chin. “I 
know. But she’d rather have what you have, I guess. You know how itis. 
The grass is always greener in someone else’s yard.” 


Diana studied her younger sister. Jackie had a lot of common sense, 
and she'd always had the ability to see things from someone else's point 
of view. That was one of the reasons it had always amazed Diana that 
her sister should have made such a poor choice of a husband. Diana 
was beginning to think all women were stupid when it came to men. 
Lord knows, she certainly had been. still was, she thought wryly, since 


she couldn't seem to get one particular six-foot male animal out of her 
mind. 


We let our hormones and emotions rule us instead of our brains. 


Jackie pushed her heavy blond hair away from her face. She was a 
beauty, Diana thought. But she was no bubble-head. Maybe now that 
she'd made the decision to give Chad his walking papers, Jackie would 
finally come into her own. Diana resolved to help her as muchas possi- 
ble. 


“You know, Diana, I’ve always been envious of you, too,” Jackie said 
softly. 


“You? Why?” 


“You always seem to have it all together. You never doubt yourself or 
your ability to handle anything. And I’m always riddled with doubts.” 


“m riddled with doubts, too,” Diana said, then couldn't believe she’d 
said it. 
Jackie’s blue eyes widened. “Really?” 


“Really.” The uncharacteristic admission of weakness actually felt 
good. 


“about what? Your business?” 


“Oh, no, not the business. No, when it comes to my career, Irarely have 
doubts. It’s my personal life that gives me fits.” To her utter astonish- 
ment, Diana found herself telling Jackie all about Lee. 


When she finished, Jackie said, “It sounds to me as if this guy is one in 
a million, Diana. Are you sure you did the right thing?” 


“T told you. I’m riddled with doubts.” 
“Well, maybe you should think about calling him.” 


“I don’t know. Besides, even if I wanted to, I think he’s lost interest.” She 
remembered the impersonal way he'd treated her when she’d seen him 
in the office the day the security people were there. She remembered 
what Kent had said about Lee dating Eliza Whitman. “I also think he’s 
already seeing someone else.” 


“I don’t think he sounds like the kind of man to change his mind. 
Sounds to me as if he might just be giving you time to realize what 
you're throwing away.” 


Diana sighed. “Maybe. Maybe not.” 


Two days later, she had cause to wonder if what Jackie had said was 
true. Diana was out showing houses to an old customer who was trad- 
ing up, and she walked into the agencytired but satisfied with the day’s 
work. 


Lee was sitting there talking to Jackie. 


The first thing Diana felt was happiness. The second thing she felt was 
a spurt of pure jealousy, because Lee seemed entirely too comfortable 
sitting there and too interested in Jackie. Much too interested. 


Jackie looked gorgeous today, Diana thought, in a black dress with 
white piping and big black-and-white triangular earrings. 


Diana felt frumpy next to her beautiful, youngersister. 


But when Lee looked up, his eyes flashed with pleasure, and he imme- 
diately stood. He smiled down at her, and Diana's breath caught. His 
smile always managed to do funny things to her. 


“Hi,” he said softly. 
“Hi.” For the life of her, she couldn’t think of another word to say. 
“allison tells me the two of you are going shopping over the weekend.” 


“Yes, she called last night to see if I wanted to see her wedding dress. 
We're also going to shop for my dress for the wedding. 


“Good. I’m glad.” 
“Kent tells me the wedding plans are coming along just fine.” 


Lee smiled. “I guess so. I'm not very involved.” His smile got wider. “I 
just pay the bills.” 


Jackie laughed. “That’s what a father is supposed to do.” 


“{ guess Allison's aunt is helping her with the wedding,” Diana said 
casually. 


“I guess she has been, but she’s gone off to Portugal for two weeks. 
Someone she knows invited her to a big house party at some villa or 
something.” 


He didn’t seem the least bit interested in Eliza’s whereabouts, Diana 
thought happily. 


“I just came in to drop something off for Sunny. We're closing on the 
house Friday, you know.” 


“I know.” 


Just then Sunny walked in, and in the flurry of her greeting to Lee, and 
him handing her the papers she wanted, Diana slipped from the room. 
Jackie gave her a knowing look as she brushed by the desk, but Diana 
didn’t acknowledge it. She wondered if Lee had turned around, if he re- 
alized she was leaving. She half hoped he’d call to her, but he didn't. 


Just as well, she thought as she closed the door to her private office. I 
made the right decision. I can’t live my life on an emotional roller coaster, 
and I’m afraid that’s exactly what would happen to me if I broke down and 
did call Lee. 


But there was an ache around her heart the size of a basketball. She 
wondered if it would ever go away. 


When Diana and Jackie walked into the office on Friday morning, the 
phone was ringing. Jackie snatched it up before the recorder could kick 
in. She listened for a moment, then said, “Diana, it’s Sunny. And she 
sounds horrible.” 


“Tl take it in my office.” 


A few minutes later, Diana listened as Sunny, whose voice sounded like 
sandpaper, tried to talk. “I’ve got laryngitis.” 


“I guess you do. You sound horrible.” 


Sunny had a history of laryngitis, which seemed to hit her about once 
ayear. 


“What do you want me to do for you today?” Diana asked. 


“Can you cancel my appointments or take them yourself?” Sunny 
croaked. “Jackie's got the list.” 


“all right. Anything else?” 

“Lee's closing.” 

“Oh, that’s right. He told me it was scheduled for today.” 
“Can you go for me?” The words were barely a whisper. 
“Yes, of course. Where's it going to be?” 

“Lowman Title.” 


Diana nodded. She knew Lowman Title well. Sid Lowman was an old 
friend. They'd both started out in the Houston real estate business 
about the same time. She’d worked with him often in the past. “Okay,” 
she said. “No problem. What time?” 


“Six” 


At first Diana thought she’d heard Sunny wrong. “Six o’clock! Why so 
late?” 


“Lee has to go out of town in the morning. I think he's going to Paris. 
I'm not sure. Whatever it is, it’s a business trip. And he had a couple of 
meetings he has to take care of today before he leaves, so Sid agreed to 
have the closing later. I think Sid knows Lee. Ithink they're friends.” 


Diana felt bad about making Sunny talk so long. “It figures. Is there any- 
thing Lee Gabriel can’t accomplish? Don’t answer that. Save your voice. 
I was just grumbling, that’s all.” 


After they'd hung up, Diana was torn between excitement and ner- 
vousness. Although she couldn’t help but feel anticipation over seeing 
Lee, she knew that every time she did, her emotions were thrown into 
a tailspin. She did okay when he wasn’t around. But seeing him always 
unsettled her, and for days she’d think about him. 


Well, it couldn’t be helped. She had to go to the closing. She had to go 
tothe rehearsal dinner. And she had to go to the wedding. After those 
three events were over, maybe she could go back to being the Diana she 
was comfortable with. 


When she left her office at five-thirty, it was already almost dark. The 
sky had a smoky lavender cast to it, and the roofs of the nearby build- 
ings were inky black silhouettes against it. Diana had always loved this 
time of day. There was something about dusk that made the world 
seem a softer place. 


The closer she got to the title company’s offices, the more her nerves 
stretched taut. Lowman Title was located in a small office building on 
the edge of downtown Houston near the banks of the bayou. It sat on a 
small rise and had its own attached parking garage. 


She parked her car, walked into the building and punched the elevator 
button. Riding up tothe sixth floor, she took deep breaths and lectured 
herself. You can handle this, kiddo. You’ve handled situations that were 
ten times worse. Twenty times worse. 


All too soon she was there. But she felt calm. She was fine. Everything 
was going to be allright. 


She walked into the title company’s offices. Cassie, the receptionist, 
said, “Hi, Ms. Sorensen. Go on into the conference room. You know 
where it is. They’re waiting for you.” 


Diana strode rapidly down the hall and through the open conference 
room door. The first thing she saw was Lee. He stood with his back to 
her, and he was looking out the big window overlooking lower Memo- 
rial Drive. The lights of the office buildings in Houston's striking down- 
town skyline filled the view. 


Oh, God, even the back of him is sexy. He was wearing a dark gray char- 
coal suit tailored to perfection. Under the beautiful material, his shoul- 
ders were an impressive width. There was something about aman ina 
suit, she thought, as her pulse rate speeded up. 


Sid Lowman, who was seated at the end of the long conference table, 
shuffling some papers, looked up at Diana's entrance. His thin face 
broke into a broad smile. “Well, well, well! Look who's here!” He stood. 
“You sure are a sight for sore eyes. I didn’t know you were comin.” 


Lee turned slowly. His gaze met hers. Aspark of something—could it be 
happiness?—flared in his eyes for one briefinstant before he doused it. 
Then his impersonal mask slipped into place. He inclined his head and 
walked toward her, extending his hand. “Hello, Diana, how are you?” 


“Hello, Lee. I’m fine. How about you?” She took his hand, and he shook 
hers briefly. Her heart skipped at the touch of his smooth, warm palm. 
He looked even more wonderful from a front view. With the dark gray 
suit he wore a dove gray dress shirt and a gray-navy-and-burgundy tie 
ina muted paisley print. The silver threading in his hair seemed more 
pronounced .. .and even more appealing. Diana swallowed. 


Now he smiled. “You're looking good.” 


“Thank you.” She was absurdly glad she’d worn her raspberry suede 
suit. She knew it was flattering. She slipped her hand out of his grasp 
and turned to Sid. “Sunny isn’t coming. She's sick with laryngitis. ’'m 
filling in for her.” 


“I’m sorry about Sunny,” Sid said, “but I’m real happy to see you again, 
Diana. It’s been too long. I’ve missed you.” 


Sid was such a sweetie. She smiled at him. “I’ve missed you, too, Sid.” 
She turned back to Lee. “Hope you don’t mind that I’m filling in for 
Sunny.” 


“Not at all. Why would I mind?” His eyes glinted with some emotion 
she couldn't identify. Washe glad to see her? She wasn’t sure. 


Just then a couple who looked to be in their late sixties entered the 
room with Cassie. 


Lee moved forward. “Hello, George, Shirley.” The men shook hands, 
then Sid introduced her to George and Shirley Finnegan, the sellers. 
Soon they were all seated around the table, and Sid proceeded to con- 
duct the closing. There were no hitches, for which Diana was veryglad. 
During the closing, she avoided Lee’s gaze, although once or twice she 
snuck a look his way. He wasn’t looking in her direction either time. 


Forty-five minutes later, the closing was over. The Finnegans stood, big 
smiles on their faces. 


“Where are youtwo moving?” Sid asked politely. 


“Out to our ranch,” George Finnegan said. “I’ve finally retired, and Shirl 
and | are lookin’ forward to bein’ country folks full-time.” 


Shirley Finnegan, a plump, gray-haired, motherly woman, beamed at 
her husband. “I can’t wait to sit in the rocking chair on the front porch 
and crochet goodies for our grandchildren.” 


Diana smiled. “Sounds wonderful.” 


George Finnegan handed Lee some keys. “Well, son, here goes. I hope 
you enjoy livin’ there as much as we did.” 


After the Finnegans were gone, Diana gathered up her copies of every- 
thing. She said goodbye to Sid and turned to say goodbye to Lee. 


“Pll walk out with you,” he said. 
“Okay.” 


Sid said, “Well, Lee, enjoy your new home. I understand it’s a real 
showplace.” 


“Tt is)” Lee said. He glanced at Diana. “Don’t you think so?” 
“I haven't seen it,” she answered. 
“You haven't? I thought you saw all the houses your agency lists.” 


“Normally I do, but you made an offer on the house only a day or so 
after Sunny listed it. It was before I'd had a chance to look at it. And 
since then, I just really didn’t see the point.” 


He nodded. Soon they were on their way out. She didn’t look at him as 
they stood side by side in the elevator. Her untrustworthy heart had 
started beating faster, for some stupid reason. They didn’t speak as the 
elevator slid to a stop and the doors opened noiselessly. 


Diana’s heels clicked on the tile floor as they walked down the hall and 
out into the parking garage. 


“Where are you parked?” 
“Over there.” Diana gestured toward the far corner. 


“ll just see you safely into your car.” 


She didn't protest. She didn’t like parking garages at any time of the 
day, but at night, they were doubly scary. 


Halfway to her car, Lee touched her arm. 
Diana's heart leaped. 
“Diana,” he said. 


She turned and slowly raised her eyes to meet his gaze. His voice was 
very soft as he said, “I'm heading over to the house. Would you like to 
go with me and see it?” 


Everything in Diana told her to say no. 

Her brain. 

Her common sense. 

Her entire intricate system of self-preservation. 
Say no. 


“Yes,” she said. 


Chapter 11 


He smiled, and Diana thought, what am I doing? 
“Good. Let’s take my car. We'll pick up your car later.” 


“But that'll be out of your way, won’t it? Why don’t I just follow you? 
Sunny said you’re going out of town tomorrow. You must have an awful 
lot to do.” She was crazy. That was it. She had finally slipped over the 
edge. 


“I’m all ready to go. All packed, even. Going over to the house is the last 
thing on the list.” 


“All right.” She allowed him to take her arm and lead her to the Porsche. 
Her backbone seemed to have disappeared along with her good inten- 
tions. 


She had a weird feeling of deja vu as they drove up Memorial Drive 
toward the Loop, the lights of Houston flashing by, a classical piece 
played by what sounded like thousands of violins flowing from the CD, 
and Lee sitting beside her. Every time she took abreath she smelled the 
faintly woodsy scent of his cologne. Every time she glanced his way 
and saw his killer profile, her heart went bumpety bump. 


Definitely crazy. 


The car passed under the Loop. Very soon he was turning left off 
Memorial, and the Porsche slid along the dark, winding road. Spaced 
intermittently were tall street lamps that cast eerie shadows over the 
dense foliage and towering pines. 


At the very end of the street, angled kitty-corner into the cul-de-sac, 
loomed a sprawling, multilevel contemporary home. A row of flood- 
lights bathed the base of a sand-colored brick wall that surrounded the 
structure. 


Lee got out of the car and opened the gates leading into the driveway. 
Moments later he pulled up in front. 


Diana didn’t wait for Lee to walk around and help her out of the car. 
When he touched her, she did very foolish things. 


Emerging from the car, she took a deep breath. The air felt cool and 
clean, and the sounds of the city seemed very remote. Although they 
were only minutes from Memorial Drive and the busy 610 Loop, they 
might have been in the middle of the country. Night sounds were all 
around them: the rustle of leaves disturbed by nocturnal creatures, the 
faint hoot of an owl, the chirp of crickets and distantly, from the direc- 
tion of the bayou, the croak of a frog. 


Stars winked through the intricate web of tree limbs, and a silvery 
parenthesis of amoon shone down upon them. 


“Watch your step,” Lee said, taking her arm again. 


They walked through the gate in the wall and were inside a courtyard 
lit by two gas lamps, one on either side of the mammoth double doors. 
Lee unlocked the doors and beckoned her into the shadowy interior of 
the house. 


As the doors closed behind them, Diana stopped. She wasn’t a whim- 
sical person. She had never understood most of the poetry she’d been 
forced to read as a student, and she wasn’t given to flights of fancy. 
But in that moment, in that precise place, standing next toa man who 
made her feel things she had no business feeling, Diana experienced 
something she was hard pressed to explain. 


It was as if the house were speaking to her. In that dark, hushed foyer, 
full of silence and secrets, she felt the personality of the house. It 
seemed to say, I’ve been waiting for you. 


She swallowed, fear fluttering deep in her belly. Dear God in Heaven, 
she prayed. 


“Don’t move,” Lee murmured. “Let me find the light switch.” 


Then the foyer shimmered with light from one of the most unusual 
chandeliers Diana had ever seen. When she looked around, her breath 
caught. The house was incredibly beautiful—iust the kind of house she 
loved. The entryway was two stories high, with a long, sweeping stair- 
case off to the right. Nestled inside the curve of the staircase was the 
chandelier, an elegant, ultramodern waterfall design. 


“Isn’t this great?” Lee asked, his voice ringing with pride. 


“It’s gorgeous,” Diana agreed. 


“Come on, I'llshow youthe rest, only be careful. I’m still not sure where 
the light switches are, and some of the rooms don’t have overhead 
lighting.” 


Before Diana could react, Lee took her hand and led her to the left and 
into an enormous living room. The moment he touched her a frisson 
raced through her body. She tried to ignore the feeling and concen- 
trate on her surroundings. 


The light from the chandelier illuminated the massive stone fireplace 
and Diana could see that the entire wall at the far end was floor-to- 
ceiling windows. Her heels sank into plush carpeting as Lee drew her 
farther into the room, which she realized was actually an L shape. 
When they rounded the corner of the L, they were suddenly plunged 
into shadowy darkness again. 


Lee let go of her hand and walked to the wall. She heard him groping 
around, then a soft click and the house was flooded with music from 
some kind of built-in system. 


He fiddled with the system until he found the station he wanted, and 
once more, classical music washed over Diana, and the air of magic and 
mystery that had gripped her from the moment she walked into the 
house intensified. 


Now Lee was at her side again, his hand touching the smallof her back. 
Even through her suede jacket, Diana felt its heat, and suddenly she 
found it difficult to breathe. 


"Diana.” His voice was soft, seductive. 
Diana held her breath. 
“{ wish you'd look at me.” 


Like a sleepwalker, she turned, and now both of his hands touched her 
upper arms, holding them lightly. There was just enough light for her 
tosee the shape of his face, its shadows and planes andthe gleam of his 
eyes. She could smell his unique scent, and her heart thumped heavily. 


They stood that way for what seemed forever, but was in reality prob- 
ably only a few seconds. The music stopped briefly, then a new piece 
began—a beautiful piece with a familiar melody that trembled in the 
air and caused Diana to tremble right along with it. 


“youre not cold, are you?” Lee said, pulling her closer. 


“No.” Her throat was so dry, she could barely speak. “That song is beau- 
tiful. Do you know what it is?” she asked, more to break the spell that 
threatened to destroy her than because she really cared. 


“Debussy’s ‘Clair de Lune)” he murmured, his hands sliding around to 
her back. 


“Lee” 
“Diana—” 
They both spoke at once. 


“I want to kiss you.” His words were gruff, full of desire, and Diana’s 
own pent-up needs broke through the walls she'd erected to keep them 
imprisoned. Suddenly she no longer cared what happened tomorrow. 
There was only tonight. And Lee. 


She lifted her arms and put them around his neck. 


With alow murmur, he crushed her to him. The kiss was hungry, as 
if they were starving. There was no finesse about it at all, just open 
mouths and slick tongues and the heat of a desire too long denied. Di- 
ana’s heart went wild, pounding against her chest like a crazed thing. 
Lee kissed her for along time, kissed her so thoroughly she felt weak 
allover, and sheknew, inthat moment, she’d never get enough of him. 
He made her feel like no man, not even Kent's father, had made her feel 
before. 


“Oh, Diana, you're wonderful,” Lee whispered against her ear when he 
finally let her up for air. “I want you. You know that, don’t you?” 


She nodded, unable to speak, her silence an answer. 
Very gently, he began to remove her jacket, and she let him. 


She shivered when his hands began to unbutton her silk blouse. Uncer- 
tainty clawed at her. 


Her breathing quickened as he found the back zipper of her skirt and 
she heard the rasp as he pulled it down slowly. The skirt fell ina heap 
at her feet. 


Soon his jacket joined her clothes on the floor. 
“Help me,” he muttered as he fumbled with his tie. She hesitated. 


“Help me,” he said again. So her clumsy fingers joined his, but it was 
slow work, for when their hands touched, Lee stopped and kissed her 
again. This time his hands roamed over the wispy material of her slip, 
and their heat burned her skin and fueled her desire, burying her un- 
certainty momentarily. 


Within moments he was clad only in his briefs. Diana closed her eyes 
as he pulled her close again, and she could feel his hard body against 
hers. She swallowed when his hands slipped to her bottom, holding 
her against him so that the heat and force of his arousal pushed 
against her. Shyly at first, then more boldly, she began to explore the 
firm contours of his body. He felt wonderful. She refused to think 
about what she was doing. And where she was doing it. She just ab- 
sorbed the tactile sensations and let her emotions take over. 


The music swirled around them, the only sound except their ragged 
breathing. He lifted her slip, and suddenly, Diana was terrified. It had 
been such along time. What if he was disappointed in her? She stilled 
his hands. 

“What?” he whispered. 

“Lee, I’m scared.” 

“I know, but it’s going to be okay.” 

“I-I’m not taking anything.” 

“That’s okay, love. I’m prepared,” he murmured. 


“What?” 


He released her long enough to bend down, find his jacket and remove 
something from its pocket. 


“You certainly are sure of yourself.” Her voice sounded odd, not like 
hers at all. 


“No, just hopeful,” he said gruffly. 


“Hopeful, huh?” 


“Yes, love, hopeful.” 


When he called her love like that, Diana felt as if she might melt. Just 
melt into one big, warm puddle. 


“I bought these the day after I met you,” he continued softly, “and I've 
been carrying them around with me ever since.” He kissed the tip of 
her nose. “I wanted to be sure that if you were ever willing, I'd beready.” 
And then he really kissed her. A hard, greedy kiss. A kiss that said he 
was ready now. 


Soon they were lying on the floor, the thick carpeting cushioning 
them, the faint moonlight that filtered through the windows dappling 
them. 


Diana lay on her back, and Lee, who stopped every second or so to kiss 
her, unfastened the front hooks of her bra, laying it open. “Lee,” Diana 
said faintly. 


When his hands touched her breasts, she shuddered. She felt the 
immediate response of her body, which tightened and arched toward 
him. Her breasts tingled as his thumbs massaged back and forth 
over the aching nubs and his tongue whispered over her partly open 
mouth. 

“See?” he murmured thickly. “Nothing to be scared of.” 

Diana whimpered. 

“What, love?” 

“II amscared.” 

“But why?” 

“I’m afraid I’ll disappoint you.” 

“You won't disappoint me.” 

“I'm too fat.” 


He laughed. “You're not at all fat.” 


“J-I’ve never been any good at this. It. .. it’s been so long.” 


“It’s like riding a bicycle. Once you do it, you never forget how.” 
“Quit teasing me.” 
“Tlove teasing you.” 


As if to prove his point, he teased her again, only this time with his 
clever hands. But Diana still couldn't give herself completely over to 
the feelings his hands and mouth were eliciting. 


“('m afraid I won't please you,” she said weakly. 


His hands tightened over her breasts, then he slid them down to her 
hips to touch the elastic band of her bikini panties. “Everything about 
you pleases me,” he said. 


He began to slide the panties down. 


Panic catapulted into Diana’s mind. “Oh, Lee, I don’t know if we should 
keep going.” 


But he kept going. 

“Lee...” 

He sighed. “What's bothering younow?” 
“I don’t know ifI can do this.” 


“Looks tome as if you're doing just fine.” She could hear the smile in his 
husky, teasing tone. 


Now his fingers crept down, taking her panties with them. Diana 
gasped as he found his target and began to pay it minute attention. She 
stopped protesting as his mouth trailed down her body. He kissed her 
stomach as his fingers delved deeper, finding her warmth, caressing 
and stroking, bringing her toa fever pitch of pulsing need. 


Diana’s heart pounded at the lazy promise in his husky voice. But she 
quit talking because her treacherous body felt as if someone had lit a 
match toit and the fire was burning out of control. 


She forgot all her doubts. All her fears. Now she was just a mass of quiv- 
ering, mindless, craving flesh. “You're driving me crazy,” she moaned 
as he brought her up, up, up, then slowly let her down again. 


“You ain’t seen nothin’ yet,” he whispered as he continued his tender 
assault. 


Her body was begging for release as his hands worked her, finding 
every spot, every hidden place. 


“Please...” 

“Please, what?” he said thickly. 

She reached for him, but he batted her hands away. “Not yet.” 
“Lee...” She moaned. 

“You like that, don’t you?” 

She couldn’t even answer. She hated it. She loved it. 


Just when she thought he was going to have mercy on her, when she 
finally thought her body was going to explode, he stopped. 


“No,” she whimpered. “Don't stop.” 
“First,” he muttered, “let's get rid of these.” 


He pulled her panties off; she sat up and helped him, then they got 
his briefs off. Then he lowered her back to the floor and began all over 
again. 


Her body shrieked with need as his fingers explored and softly began 
to move against her in a circular motion that caused her heart to go 
berserk. 


“Oh, oh,” she said. “I don’t think my heart can take this.” 
He laughed. 
“I’m not a young woman, you know.” 


She was climbing again. Going up and up and up. She knew that when 
she finally achieved her goal, she’d burst apart at the seams. 


“you'd be surprised how much the human body can take,” he whis- 
pered as he captured her mouth in a deep kiss. His fingers sank inside 
her. 


“You're enjoying this. ..this ...torture, aren’t you?” she said with a half 
laugh, half cry, as the kiss ended. 


“I can’t remember when I've enjoyed anything so much.” 


“Youre cruel,” she moaned as he refused to allow her to reach the peak 
she was so desperately striving toward. 


“You like it.” 
“T hate it.” 


“Shall I stop, then?” he asked as once more, he began to bring her back 
up. 


“If youdo, P11 kill you!” 


The music that now filled the room was something harsh, something 
that was building toward acrashing finale, and that was the moment 
they stopped talking. Now, asthe clawing need tore through Diana, Lee 
didn’t stop. Now he allowed her to continue to climb along with the 
music, andjust as she reached that pinnacle and began to disintegrate, 
she clutched him, filling her palm with his heat. 


Asthe waves of pleasure tore through her, she tried to guide him inside 
her. She wanted to feel him there, feel his strength, have him take 
complete possession of her. 


And then he did. 


And it was better than she could ever have imagined it to be. The heat. 
The power. The driving life force that consumed them. And now Diana 
felt another kind of ecstasy, something that was as much emotional 
as physical, and she grasped him, digging her nails into his back as he 
shuddered inside her. 


When at last he rolled off her and gathered her close, running his 
hands over her body, he said, “That was perfect, wasn’t it? Youre per- 
fect.” 


“Oh, Lee, don’t try to make me feel good. I’m almost forty-three years 
old. I never was perfect, but at least when I was younger...” Her voice 
trailed off. 


He chuckled. “I can see I have my work cut out with you. Didn’t I tell 
you what the French say about older women?” 


“What do the French know?” She played with the curly hairs on his 
chest. 


He kissed her ear, letting his tongue slide around for a few minutes, 
and tingles of pleasure slid through Diana. “The French are very wise 
in the ways of love, ma cherie.” 


My beloved. Diana closed her eyes. If only he really meant that. If only 
they weren't still glowing from the throes of some really terrific sex. If 
only she could trust her instincts instead of her brain. 


He nestled her closer, stroking her hair. The music cascaded around 
them. Diana tried not to think. 


“Youre beautiful, Diana,” he said. 


“Youre only saying that because it’s dark and you can’t see me,” she 
answered. 


“The next time I'll make sure there's a light on so Icansee you.” 


A few minutes later he said, “I wish I didn't have to go on this trip to- 
morrow. I’m going to be gone for two weeks.” 


“T wish you didn’t have to go, either,” Diana said before she could stop 
herself. 


“Diana, love, promise me something.” He tipped her chin, and his gaze 
bore into hers. 


“What?” 


“Promise me you won't start doubting what we've shared tonight. I 
know you. I know that when you wake up tomorrow morning, youre 
going to start thinking this was a mistake. I know it. Youre going to 
have regrets and doubts and all kinds of negative feelings. And I’m not 
going to be here to wipe them away. I should be here. Maybe I can can- 
cel the damned trip.” 


“No, Lee. Don’t do that.” Would he really cancel the trip because of her? 
Something warm and wonderful wrapped itself around her heart. 


“will you promise me, then?” He kissed her gently, feathering her lips 
with sweetness. 


“Yes, I promise,” she whispered, hoping she could keep her word. 


Later, after they’d finally got up and dressed, he held her close again. 
“Tl bring you something back from Paris. What would you like? Some 
perfume?” 


“Nothing. Just you.” 
“You've got me. You've got me for as long as you want me.” 


And then he kissed her. One last, long, promise of a kiss that sent her 
shooting up into the stars where everything seemed possible. 


Lee was too blasted smart, Diana thought, because the next morning, 
exactly as he’d predicted, she was racked with doubt. Every insecurity, 
every fault she’d ever had, loomed into her mind. All the reasons she 
hadn’t wanted to get involved with Lee assaulted her from all sides. 


She left the office at noon. She was meeting Allison at one oclock at the 
Galleria. She prayed Allison wouldn't be able to tell from looking at her 
that Diana had spent the previous night shacked up with her father. 


Shacked up. 


Honestly, Diana, she lectured herself. Sex between two consenting 
adults isn’t shameful, so there’s no reason to berate yourself with 
harsh words. 


Remember your promise to Lee. 


She tried. She really tried. But still the doubts crept in, eroding her 
newfound happiness. 


She was sure Allison knew exactly what had passed between her and 
Lee the night before. Hadn’t that been a speculative, condemninglook 
in her eyes—eyes that looked too much like Lee’s for Diana’s peace of 
mind—when Allison had greeted her? 


Diana sighed. There was no way Allison could know about the previous 
night. She tried to empty her mind as she waited for Allison to come 


into the Bride’s Room, where Diana was waiting to see her in her wed- 
ding dress. 


“Would you like some coffee, madam? Or perhaps a glass of cham- 
pagne?” an elegant saleswoman asked. 


Diana shook her head. 


Just then, from the left, Allison glided into the circular, mirrored 
room. Diana's breath caught. Allison looked heart-stoppingly beautiful. 
Her gown was a spun-sugar confection of delicate lace studded with 
hundreds of tiny pearls. Her veil, which fell three-quarters of the way 
down her back, was frothy tulle cascading from a lace and pearl pillbox 
hat. Even her shoes, which peeked from the scalloped hem of narrow 
skirt, were satin with lace and pearls. Her eyes were shining as she 
climbed to the dais in the center of the room. “Well?” she said. “What 
do you think?” 


“I think that’s the most beautiful wedding dress I’ve ever seen,” Diana 
said. “It’s perfect for you.” 


After Allison had once more changed into her street clothes, the sales- 
woman brought out a half-dozen dresses for Diana to look at. Their 
rich jewel tones shimmered in the soft lamplight. She held them up 
one byone. 


Allison looked them over carefully. 


“That one,” she said, pointing toaromantic-looking tea-length silk and 
lace dress in acolor the saleswoman called claret. 


Diana knew Allison was right. But she cringed when she saw the price 
tag. This dress cost even more than the blue one she’d bought for the 
engagement party. But Diana could just see herself in the dress. 


Knowing she shouldn't, she took the dress and walked into the dress- 
ing room. 


She took one look at herself in the mirror, imagining the expression 
in Lee’s eyes when he saw her in the dress, and knew her decision had 
been made. The dress made her look almost beautiful. 


Allison echoed the sentiment when Diana walked out to show her how 
she looked. 


She smiled. “Perfect. Absolutely perfect.” 


Of course, the gushing sales clerk agreed, but Diana knew they were 
tight. The dress was perfect. 


So she bought it. 


As the days slid by, Diana zigzagged between the heights of happiness 
and the pits of despair. 


Her appetite disappeared. Her work suffered. Jackie took to giving her 
guarded looks, but she couldn't, she simply couldn’t, confide in her 
sister. 


She spent long hours in the evening looking at herself in her bathroom 
mirror. Naked. Oh, Lord. She touched the faint stretch marks left over 
from her pregnancy. She frowned at the tiny lines around her eyes. 


That was half the time. 


The other half the time, she hugged herself secretly, reliving every mo- 
ment of their glorious lovemaking. Remembering every touch. Every 
whisper. Every incredible feeling. 


She found herself blushing as she remembered her wanton behavior, 
the shameless way she'd begged Lee for more and yet more. Her body 
responded to the memories the same way it had responded to Lee’s 
actions, and she found herself squirming uncomfortably in her chair 
while she tried, without success, to concentrate on her work. 


Diana marked the days off on her calendar. 
Nine days until Lee’s return. 

Eight days until his return. 

Seven days. 

Six. 

Five. 


And then it was the night before his return. 


The next morning she awoke at 4:00 a.m. She was in a state of near 
panic. Excitement and anticipation and fear all warred together in her 
mind. 

She couldn't wait. 

She wished the day hadn't come so soon. 


She wasn’t ready to face him again. 


What if he didn’t want her anymore? What if he were feeling the re- 
grets he’d cautioned her against? What if? What if? 


She couldn't stand the tension. The entire day, she kept watching the 
clock, knowing his flight from Paris would be in at two otlock. 


At three o’clock, she swallowed hard. Her heart was beating so fast and 
with such force she was afraid she might have a heart attack. 


Wouldn't that be great? she thought. They'll find me here on the floor 
of the office, and I'll be dead. Jackie will cry. Sunny will cry. And Lee. 
Wouldhe cry, too? 


She pictured her funeral, everyone with long, sad faces. 
She felt her eyes filling with tears. 

For crying out loud, Diana, get agrip! 

Three-thirty. 


Why was she watching the clock? Did she honestly think Lee was 
going to come here, to her office? He'd go home. He’d been gone for two 
weeks. All he’d want was to go home. 


Four o'clock. 

Didn’t I tell you he’d go home? Silly woman. 
Four-thirty. 

Her intercom buzzed. 


“Yes?” 


“Lee Gabriel is here to see you,” Jackie said. 


Diana shot up from her chair. Panic, exhilaration, excitement, fear: all 
clogged her throat. 


The seconds ticked by. 
Her door opened. 


And there he was. With a huge smile on his face, joy filling his golden- 
brown eyes. He looked tired and rumpled from the long hours of travel. 
He looked wonderful. 


Happiness jolted through her. She knew her own eyes were showing 
everything she was feeling. 


He kicked the door shut behind him. 
He opened his arms. 
And she flew into them. 


And then he kissed her, and all her doubts, all her fears, all her insecu- 
rities, vanished as if they'd never existed. 


Chapter 12 


Diana moved through the days in a fever pitch of awareness. Every- 
thing suddenly seemed more...something. 


More exciting. More colorful. More moving. More beautiful. 
Sometimes she almost felt like crying. 
She laughed alot. 


She wondered if everyone was as aware of the difference in her as she 
was. 


One day Sunny said, “You're sleeping with him, aren't you?” 
Diana blushed. 


“That’s okay, kiddo. Don’t answer that. I had no right to ask it.” Then 
she laughed. “The sex is really good, isn’t it?” She was still chuckling as 
she left Diana's office. 


At first, Lee called her constantly, and even though his attention flat- 
tered her, she asked him to stop. “I don’t want my employees gossiping 
about me,” she explained. 


“You know, Diana, a person would think you were ashamed of what 
we're doing,” Lee said tightly. “Areyou?” 


“No, of course not. But you know how I feel about this. If my agents 
start talking, Kent and Allison are bound to hear about it. And I don’t 
want them to know about us.” 


“You've made that plain enough. I'm still not sure I understand why.” 


“Please, Lee...” How could she admit she was scared she'd fail again, 
and this time, everyone would know the failure was her fault? “I really 


want us to wait awhile. Keep what we have just for us.” 


“Ttold you once before, I’m not a very patient man.” 


Yes, it was far better that no one actually know. That way, if her fears 
came to pass, and things didn't work out with her and Lee, no one 
would be the wiser. Especially Kent and Allison. 


Diana didn’t want to think these black thoughts, but they had a way 
of creeping into her mind anyway. The only time she was able to put 
them completely out of her head was when she was actually with Lee. 


She spent almost all of her free time with him. She did things with him 
that she hadn't done for years. They went to movies and held hands 
and shared that huge bag of popcorn he’d talked about. They tooklong 
walks, laughing and talking about anything and everything. One cool 
night they built a fire in her fireplace and toasted hot dogs and marsh- 
mallows, something Diana hadn't done since Kent was a small boy. 


She helped him move. 


The day his furniture was delivered, they christened the house by 
making love on the floor of the living room—in the same place they'd 
made love the first time. 


Diana protested. It wasn’t dark out. Someone might see. 


“No one’s going to see,” Lee said, laughing at her. “That privacy wall is 
six feet high, for God’s sake!” 


As he touched her and stroked her and brought her to a shattering 
peak, she clung to him. She kept thinking the sex would lose its inten- 
sity, but so far, it hadn’t. If anything, it just seemed to get better asthey 
learned each other’s bodies and each other's pleasure points. 


They made love all the time. 


They did it in Lee’s big king-size bed with candles flickering and music 
swelling from the stereo system. 


They did it in the huge tub filled with hot water and bubbles. 


They did it in the oversized shower stall, with the hot water cascading 
over their bodies. 


They did it in the kitchen, in the dark, like kids hiding from their 
parents. 


Once, they even made love in the hall closet, which had Diana giggling 
like a schoolgirl. “Why don’t we gointo your bedroom?” she whispered. 
“{t’d be more comfortable.” A handle of some kind was digging into her 
back. “It’s more fun this way,” Lee whispered back. “More secret. More 
sinful.” 


Diana quivered as his hands found acertain spot on her body. “I think I 
like sin.” 


Diana thought about him all the time. 


She was thinking about him the dayshe and her mother shopped for a 
dress for Barbara to wear to the wedding. 


“Diana, you're not paying attention again!” her mother complained. 
“Do you like this dress?” 


Diana forced herself to concentrate. Her mother stood before her 
garbed in an ice blue satin number with simple lines. The high jew- 
eled neckline, long sleeves and close-fitting skirt were flattering to her 
mother. The skirt was caught up on one side by a large satin rosette, re- 
vealing her mother’s legs when she walked. Her mother had nice legs, 
Diana thought as Barbara walked toward the triple-sided mirror in the 
dress shop. “Yes, Ido,” she finally said. 


“J like it, too,” her mother said. 
“How much is that dress?” Diana asked the sales clerk in an aside. 


The clerk named the figure, and Diana cringed. Nearly twice as much 
as she'd hoped to spend. Everything about this wedding had gotten out 
of hand. 


“This is the dress I want,” Barbara said. Her eyes gleamed speculatively 
as she met Diana's gaze in the mirror. 


Diana nodded. Why fight it? The dress was ideal for her mother, and 
Kent would only be getting married once. 


Later, as Diana was driving Barbara home, her mother said, “I hope 
I’m going to see you on Sunday. You've been awfully busylately, haven’t 
you?” 


Diana sent her mother a sharp glance, wondering if Barbara suspected 
she was seeing someone. “Yes, I have been,” she answered quietly. “But 
Pll make sure I’m free Sunday morning.” 


She was still thinking about her mother when she pulled into her 
driveway, so at first, she didn’t notice the old pickup truck parked near 
her town house. When she did, she felt a twinge of foreboding. That 
truck looked suspiciously like the one belonging to Jackie's husband, 
Chad. Diana hoped not. Chad in Houston would only mean trouble for 
Jackie. It was bad enough that he called her constantly, begging her to 
come back to him. 


Unfortunately, it wasChad. A repentant Chad who was playing on her 
sister's sympathy. A solicitous Chad who was hugging his daughter 
and talking to his son. 


Jackie inclined her head toward the kitchen, and Diana, after giving 
Chad a polite greeting, followed her to the back of the house. In the 
kitchen, Jackie, with a worried frown, said, “Diana, don’t be mad at me, 
okay?” 


Diana sighed. “Don’t tell me you've let him talk you into going back 
with him?” 


“m sorry, Diana. I know you're disappointed in me.” Diana laid her 
purse on the table, then walked over and hugged Jackie. “I’m not disap- 
pointed in you. Ijust ... I want the best for you.” 


“T know you do.” 
“are you sure about this?” 


Jackie sighed. “I'm not sure about anything, but for kids’ sake, I feel as if 
have to try.” 


Diana nodded. “Okay.” 


“Thank you for everything,” Jackie said as she hugged Diana again. “I 
love you.” 


“T love you, too.” 


Later, as Diana helped Jackie pack, Jackie said, “I’m sorry to be leaving 
you in the lurch at the office.” 


Diana shrugged. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll hire a temp. That’s what I 
was going to do, anyway. Your coming just made things easier for me 
for a while, that’s all.” She smiled at her sister. “Everyone's going to 
miss you. They all like you a lot, and you’ve done a wonderful job.” 


“I'm going to miss them, too,” Jackie said in a sad little voice. 


Then why are you going? You don’t look very happy.Diana wished she 
could say the words aloud, but this wasn’t her business. She loved 
Jackie, but she couldn’t live her life for her. Jackie had to make her own 
decisions. 


But as Jackie turned to walk downstairs, Diana laid a hand on her arm. 
“If things don’t work out, you can come back,” she said softly. “You can 
have that job permanently, if you want it.” 


Jackie nodded, tears pooling in her eyes. “You're the best sister in the 
world, you know that?” 


There were tears in Diana's eyes, too, as she bent to give Melissa a hug. 
Even Douglas, who like most boys his age seemed too embarrassed 
to show affection, hugged her. Chad, with unusual sensitivity, waited 
outside while his wife and children said their final goodbyes. 


When the front door closed after them, Diana shut her eyes wearily. 
Why had Jackie gone? Why was it that all Chad had to do was give 
her a sad look and mouth sweet words and she caved in? What about 
everything she and Diana had talked about for the past weeks? What 
had happened to Jackie’s newfound resolve? Her understanding of the 
hopelessness of her marriage? 


You should talk. Your resolve turns to jelly when Lee is around. 


As if to prove the point, the telephone rang just as the thought 
drummed inside Diana, and it was Lee. Happiness flooded her at the 
sound of his voice. 


“How'd the shopping trip go?” he asked. 


She told him about the dress she’d ended up buying for her mother. 
Then, sighing, she told him about Chad coming. And Jackie and the 
kids leaving. 


Lee echoed her sentiments, saying, “It’s her life, Diana.” 


“I know, but it’s not going to work.” 
“There's nothing else you can do except be there for her.” 
“know you're right” 


A few minutes later, he said, “Has Jinx called you about Thanksgiving 
yet?” 


“No.” 


“She's going to. She wants you and Kent to have dinner with the 
family.” 


Diana knew her sister Carol was expecting Diana to bring Barbara to 
Carol’s house that day. She could just imagine what her mother would 
have to say when she found out Diana’s plans had changed. 


Diana sighed. She wasn’t sure which would be worse—a day listening 
to Carol and her mother bicker or a day spent trying to keep Kent and 
Allison and her family from suspecting how she felt about Lee. 


Kent haunted his mailbox every day. Not normally a worrier, he began 
to doubt himself. He’d been so sure he'd passed the bar. But what if he 
hadn’t? What would he do then? How would he face his mother, who 
was so proud of him, who was so sure he was perfect? How would he 
face Allison? What would she say? He didn't think he could bear to see 
her disappointment. And what would happen to his plans to open the 
storefront law office? Doubts eroded his confidence, and with each day 
that passed with no word, he got more and more tense. 


His fears proved unfounded. On the Tuesday before Thanksgiving the 
envelope he’d been waiting for arrived. With shaky fingers, Kent tore it 
open. 


His eyes quickly scanned the page, and the only words that mattered 
leaped out at him: 


William Kent Sorenson — Passed. 


“Yes!” Kent shouted as he punched the air. “Yes!” He raced into the 
apartment to call first Allison, then his mother, and share his good 
news. 


After making the two calls, he danced around the apartment, singing, 
“I passed! I passed! I’m a licensed attorney in the state of Texas!” 


His euphoria lasted until precisely 8:42 p.m. that night, when he and 
Allison had a serious argument. It started innocently enough, when 
Kent, still excited over his good news, said, “Now I can finally get 
started on finding a space and opening my office. I thought maybe the 
best place to start looking is near one of the free clinics. What do you 
think?” 


“Kent, I, um, Ithink we need to talk about this,” Allison said. 
Kent immediately tensed. “I thought we weretalking about this.” 


“Yes, well...” Allison bit her lower lip, uncertainty clouding her beauti- 
ful eyes. he sighed. “I mean, reallytalk.” 


Disquiet and something else, something very like anger, gripped Kent. 
“If what you mean by reallytalk has to do with me changing my mind, 
you can just forget it, Allison.” 


“Kent, sweetheart...” Her voice was soft, soothing. Frowning, she hesi- 
tated, her spoon poised in midair. They were seated in a booth at their 
favorite yogurt shop—Allison eating a dish of Raspberry Rhapsody, 
and Kent just finishing his dish of Praline Perfection. “Surely you can 
see how .. . impossible your plan is.I—” She sighed. “I thought since you 
hadn’t mentioned the storefront office lately, maybe you'd abandoned 
the idea.” 


Kent took a deep breath. Most of the time he avoided unpleasant 
subjects, but at this moment, he finally faced the fact that this con- 
frontation had been inevitable. “The truth is, I didn’t bring the subject 
up because you never seemed very interested in hearing about it.” 


“Kent! How can you say that? I’m alwaysinterested in you and what 
you're doing and thinking.” 


“Maybe not interested wasn’t the right choice of words. Maybe what I 
should have said was, Iknow you're not enthusiastic about my plans, so 
I’ve avoided the topic.” 


“Kent, that’s not fair.” 
“Was I wrong? Areyou enthusiastic?” 


Allison sighed again and put down her spoon. “It’s not that I’m not 
enthusiastic, darling. Ithink your ambition to help people who have no 
other resources is wonderful, but I also think it’s unrealistic to think 
you can practice this kind of law full-time.” 


Kent stared at her. When he didn’t answer her statement, two spots 
of color appeared on her cheeks, and he knew she was angry. Well, 
dammit, he was angry, too! Allison would just have to understand that 
she couldn’t control his every action, his every thought. He was willing 
to go along way toward making her happy. He thought he had proven 
that to her. But there were limits. 


“Why are youlooking at me that way?” she finally said, her voice tight. 
“You know I'm right.” 


“I know you thinkyoure right. I don’t happen to agree. And neither 
does Joel.” 


“Joel! You mean Joel Bartlett?” 


Joel Bartlett had graduated from law school a year earlier and was one 
of Kent's closest friends. Kent and Allison had met at a barbecue given 
by Marcy Howard, Joel’ girlfriend. 


“Yes, I mean Joel Bartlett,’ Kent said. 


Allison's expression was skeptical. “Maybe he's saying he agrees with 
you, but I can guarantee you, he'd never do it himself.” 


“Well, that’s where you're wrong, because Joel has agreed to come in 
with me.” 


“T can’t believe Marcy would everagree to him doing something so 
foolish.” 


Something cold and hard knotted in Kent's chest. When he spoke, his 
throat felt tight. “I see. So that’s how you reallyfeel. You think I’m 
foolish.” 


“That's not what I said!” 


“Sounded like that’s exactly what you said.” He had always known, deep 
down, that Allison felt this way, but he’d never wanted to face it. He 
had always told himself that she'd come around to his way of thinking, 
that she loved him and would eventually share his dream. The knowl- 
edge that she wouldn’t, and didn’t, hurt more than he’d have believed 
possible. 


“Youre twisting everything!” Her eyes filled with tears. Normally her 
distress would have bothered him, would have been enough for him 
to back down, say anything to make her feel better. But somehow, 
tonight, Kent wanted her to make him feel better. He sighed, knowing 
what he wanted wasn't going to happen. “I don’t think so. I think ’m 
seeing everything very clearly, maybe for the first time.” 


“Kent...” A tear trembled on her lower lid, then slipped down her 
cheek. She brushed it away. “Please, darling, don’t be angry with me. I- 
I'm only thinking of us.” 


“Are you sure? Are you sure you're not just thinking of yourself?” 


“Kent,” she gasped. “How can you say that?” Anguish and pain pooled 
in her eyes. “Our future together is the most important thing in my 
life. thought you felt the same way.” 


Kent wanted nothing more than to reach across the table and comfort 
her. He knew he was hurting her, and he was sorry, but he couldn’t 
give in to her on this point. On everything else, maybe, but not on this. 
“Look,” he said softly, “let’s get out of here. We can't talk here.” 


She nodded. 


Five minutes later they were on their way to her place. Once there, 
Kent turned off the ignition and turned to face her. “Honey, please try 
to understand,” he said, reaching for her hand. “This is important to 
me. | want you to be behind me. I want youto be withme.” 


Head bowed, she said, “I’m trying to understand, Kent, but I thought I 
was important to you, too.” Her voice sounded woebegone and miser- 


able. 


“You areimportant to me.” Why was he feeling guilty? He hadn’t done 
anything wrong. 


“More important than anything else?” 


“Yes. You know that.” 


She gave him a tremulous smile. “Then I know you'll make the right 
decision.” 


Hours later, as Kent lay in bed, he kept thinking about their conversa- 
tion. He had always known Allison wasn’t happy about his plans, but 
he'd really thought she’d eventually understand. And obviously she 
harbored the same belief. 


What should he do? He hadn't wanted to think the day would come 
when he'd have to make a choice between Allison and his dream, but it 
was beginning to look as if that’s exactly what he’d have to do. Because 
something in Allison’s eyes tonight had told him she wasn’t going to 
back down. She wouldn’t be happy unless he forgot all about his store- 
front law office. 


The idea that he might have to work in a traditional law office made 
him feel cold all over. 


Surely there was some other way. 


There had to be. 


On Thanksgiving Day, when Diana pulled into the long driveway of 
the Marlowes’ property, her stomach was knotted with tension. She 
parked in the large paved area to the side of the house, then got out of 
her car and stood gazing around for a few minutes. It had turned out to 
bea beautiful day, warm and sunny with clear skies. Because of the cold 
snap earlier in the month, some of the leaves had turned color, and 
there was ascattering of leaves across the broad lawns of the estate. 


Curious to see the guest house Lee had lived in for so long, she walked 
around to the back. Several hundred yards away, half-hidden bya thick 
stand of oak trees, was a charming redbrick bungalow. With a prac- 
ticed eye, she tookin the pool, the stables and the gazebo. 


Money. The whole place shrieked of money. Old money, and lots of it. 


Curiosity satisfied, she walked around to the front of the main house 
and rang the doorbell. Only seconds later, the front door opened, fram- 
ing a smiling Jinx Marlowe. 


“Diana, my dear,” Jinx said. “How good to see you again.” 


“Hello, Mrs. Marlowe.” Diana thought Jinx looked much too young to 
be anyone's grandmother, let alone a grown woman's. Today she was 
dressed in a bright red plaid pleated skirt and red silk blouse, the colors 
complementing her silvery hair and gray-green eyes. 


“Oh, please call me Jinx. Everyone does.” 
Diana smiled. “All right.” 


“You look very lovely today,” Jinx said, approval apparent as she eyed 
Diana’s black cashmere sweater dress and pearls. 


Diana wondered what Jinx would say if she knew how long Diana had 
agonized over what to wear, how many outfits she had tried on and dis- 
carded before settling on this one. 


“The others are all in the living room.” 


Diana followed Jinx down the hall and tothe left. She could hear laugh- 
ter and conversation. Tension fisted in her gut. As they walked into the 
large sunshine-filled living room, the conversation stopped. 


Everyone turned toward the doorway. 
“Here's Diana,” Jinx said, smiling as she drew Diana into the room. 


All the while Diana was shaking hands with Howard Marlowe, ex- 
changing polite greetings with Eliza Whitman—who looked much too 
beautifulin her camel colored fitted slacks and matching sweater—she 
was conscious of Lee only inches away. She and Allison hugged, then 
Kent kissed her cheek. She wondered if either of them could hear how 
hard her heart was beating. 


Finally Diana turned toward Lee. 
His eyes said, “Don’t worry.” 
He smiled down at her. “Hello, Diana.” 


“Hi, Lee.” Thank goodness her voice didn’t sound as shaky as her in- 
sides felt. 


He squeezed her hand reassuringly. 


She knew he was telling her that everything was going to be fine, that 
no one suspected a thing, that she had no need to be nervous. 


still, the day was agony for her. She couldn’t relax and enjoy herself. 
She was too conscious of Lee sitting across the table from her. Every 
time he spoke her eyes were drawn his way. Every time their gazes 
met, something warm curled into her belly, and her breath caught. She 
couldn't believe the others couldn't feel the electricity between them. 


More than once she knew Lee was thinking about the previous evening 
and their lovemaking, which seemed to get better and better all the 
time. She could see his memories in the way his eyes gleamed as they 
sought hers again and again. Once, when she and Lee exchanged a 
glance, Diana looked away to find Eliza studying her with shrewd eyes. 


Great. That's all I need. Eliza Whitman putting two and two together and 
saying something to Allison. 


And adding to her uneasiness was the strong feeling that there was 
something wrong between Kent and Allison. She wondered what it 
could be and if everyone else was as aware of it as she was. She was par- 
ticularly aware of a problem when the conversation inevitably turned 
tothe wedding. 


“Not much longer to wait,” Jinx said, giving Allison a loving look. “This 
is going to be the wedding of the year. Certainly Allison will be the 
prettiest bride of the year.” 


Howard chuckled. “Now, Mama, I do believe we're prejudiced.” 
“Prejudiced, perhaps,” Jinx said, “but not blind.” 


Allison smiled, but Diana was certain her heart wasn't in it. There 
definitelyseemed to be something wrong, and Diana vowed to find out 
what it was. 


“Allison tells me you've found a dress,” Jinx said to Diana. 
“Yes. She helped me pickit out.” 


“"t’s beautiful,” Allison said, rousing herself from her lethargy. Then 
she turned to her aunt. “Aunt Eliza's dress is gorgeous, too. She tried it 
on for me last night.” 


“All these gals talk about, morning, noon and night, is the wedding!” 
Howard boomed. He sent an amused glance Lee's way. “They only need 
us to pay the bills, eh, Lee?” 


Lee smiled indulgently. “Whatever makes them happy.” Then, looking 
down the table toward Kent, Lee said, “To change the subject, I'd like 
to offer atoast to my future son-in-law.” He lifted his wine glass. “Con- 
gratulations on passing the bar, Kent.” 


Everyone raised their glasses and echoed Lee's toast. Kent smiled. 
So did Allison. But Diana couldn't stop her feeling of disquiet from 
spreading. There was something not quite right about Kent’s smile. 


Asa matter of fact, he looked tense and strained. Whatever it was that 
was bothering him, it was something important. Diana knew her son 
too well not to know that only something pretty earthshaking would 
cause him to lose his natural good cheer. 


Was she the only one aware of the tension in the air? She must be, 
because the rest of them kept talking and laughing as if everything was 
peachy. 


Would this day ever be over? she wondered as she tried to push her 
concern for Kent and her uncomfortable awareness of Lee out of her 
mind. She hardly tasted her food, and Thanksgiving dinner was usu- 
ally one of her favorite meals. She loved turkey and cornbread dressing, 
and the food that Jinx put on her table was very good, but Diana might 
as well have been eating dry toast. Strain stretched her nerves taut, 
and she couldn’t wait for the day to be over. 


Finally it was, and she could say her farewells. 


“Thank you for inviting me, Jinx,” she said. “I enjoyed it very much.” 
She wished she were telling the truth. 


As she and Kent hugged, she whispered, “Come and see me this week- 
end.” 


“Okay.” She heard gratitude in his tone and knew he needed someone 
totalkto. 


Eliza Whitman’s eyes were cool and knowing as she said goodbye. 


“Tl walk you out to your car,” Lee offered. 


“That’s not necessary,” Diana said hastily. 


He came anyway. “There, that wasn’t so bad, was it?” he said the mo- 
ment the front door closed behind them. 


Diana looked up. “Maybe not for you. I was miserable. The whole time I 
was in there, I kept thinking that everyone knew about us.” 


“No one knows anything, although I wouldn’t care if they did.” 
“{ know you don’t care. But I do.” 


They had reached her car, and he walked around to open her door. He 
helped her in, and as their hands met briefly, he said, “Can I come over 
tonight?” 


She hated this weakness in herself, this inability to say no. She had 
never intended to have him completely take over her life, but some- 
how, he had. 


she sighed. “You know youcan.” 


All the way home she thought about the heated promise in his voice as 
he said, “I’ll see you at eight.” 


Only minutes before Lee was ready to walk out the door, Allison called, 
and she sounded so troubled, he didn’t have the heart to tell her he 
couldn't talk to her. He looked at his watch. It was seven-thirty. Maybe 
he could keep the call short and still get to Diana’s by eight. 


“Daddy, Idon’t know what to do,” Allison said, her voice more unhappy 
than he'd heard it ina long time. 


“About what, sweetheart?” 
He heard her sigh. “Kent.” 


Lee had wondered if there was something wrong between the kids. 
He'd had a feeling today that things weren't as rosy as they should 
have been. But he hadn’t wanted to think about them; he’d been too 
wrapped up in thoughts of Diana. “What’s the problem?” he said now, 
guilt tugging at him. He kept forgetting that Allison, even though she 
was almost a married woman, still needed him. 


“He’s determined to open his storefront law office. We had a disagree- 
ment about it the other night.” 


“I see.” Lee had hoped Kent would have abandoned his idealistic ideaby 
now. 


“He won't listen to me! And now he’s even got Joel on his side.” 
“That surprises me. I thought Joel was pretty sensible.” 


“I thought so, too, but evidently he and Kent have decided to do this 
thing together.” She sighed again. “Daddy, I don’t know what to do.” 


“Maybe I should try talking to him.” 
“Would you?” 


“Yes.” Lee was sure that once he explained things to Kent, the younger 
man would do the right thing. 


“When?” 
“This weekend. I'll call him tomorrow.” 


“You know, if Kent got a really fabulousoffer, I'll bet he’d change his 
mind.” 


Lee smiled. She sounded more cheerful already. “Well, let me talk to 
him. We'll see.” 


“Because, you know, that firm he works for now isn’t right for him. I 
mean, you can’t really blame him for wanting to leave them.” 


Lee didn't see any point in disagreeing with her, but he didn’t think 
Kent’s desire to open his storefront law office had anything to do with 
the merits of the firm he was currently working for. No, if Kent were to 
be dissuaded from his scheme, he would have to be persuaded that he 
would be jeopardizing Allison’s well-being, and the well-being of their 
marriage and their children, by his stubborn insistence on sticking 
with his plan. 


But still ... Lee knewthis was going to be touchy. He’d have to be careful 
not to offend Kent. Maybe the way to approach this would be to stress 
that as anovice lawyer, Kent would be limited in the thingshe coulddo 
for the people he wanted most to help. If Kent could be convinced that 


once he’d established himself, become a successful lawyer with some 
experience and contacts, he could effect more change than he ever 
could as a latter day Don Quixote. 


Lee was still mulling over the problem when he pulled up in front of 
Diana’s town house, only five minutes late. 


As he walked up to her front door, he wondered if he should talk to 
Diana about this. He wanted to, but he remembered how defensive 
she’d been the last time they’d discussed Kent. Unfortunately, when- 
ever Lee said anything that Diana construed as a criticism of her son, 
she got mighty testy. 


He’d better keep quiet. Diana was edgy enough as it was. Lee certainly 
didn’t want to give her any added reason to worry. He could settle this 
thing with Kent quietly—man to man. 


And Diana would never be the wiser. 


Chapter Thirteen 


“Has Allison mentioned anything to you about her and Kent quarrel- 
ing?” Diana asked. She and Lee were lying in her bed, drowsy and sated 
after some truly amazing sex. It was the first time that day Diana had 
felt completely relaxed. 


“Why do you ask?” Lee stroked her cheek, and Diana closed her eyes. At 
times like this it felt so wonderful to put aside her public persona, to 
just snuggle into Lee’s arms and pretend nothing else existed. At times 
like this she could even imagine what they had together might last. 
That they might actually find a way to mesh their two lives. 


“I don’t know. got the feeling today that something was wrong. Didn’t 
you notice anything?” 


“Well, actually, I didnotice some sort of strain between them, but at- 
tributed it to nerves, which is pretty normal, what with the wedding 
only a month away.” He squeezed her alittle tighter and nuzzled his 
lips against her forehead. “I wouldn't worry about it. They'll be okay.” 


“I guess you're right.” Diana traced a lazy circle on his chest. “But Idon’t 
know ... Kent looked so unhappy... I thought they might have had a 
fight. But if Allison didn’t mention anything to you, maybe I’m wrong.” 


She felt him tense. The action was almost imperceptible, just a slight 
tightening of his body 


“They're both adults. If they have problems, they’ll workthem out.” 


Diana thought his answer was evasive. The thought crossed her mind 
that he was hiding something from her. She almost said so, but he 
kissed her forehead, his warm breath sending a pleasurable tingle 
down her spine. 


“By the way, I've been meaning to ask you,” he said. “How's the new 
temporary receptionist working out?” 


Diana sighed. “She isn’t. She can’t seem to keep anything straight. I've 
asked the agency to replace her.” She slid her hand over Lee’s torso, 
taking comfort from his solid strength. “I miss Jackie. wish she hadn’t 
gone back to Chad.” 


They'd been over this territory before, so Lee didn’t answer. He just 
stroked her back. Diana sighed again. “You know, there are times when 
Iwish I'd never opened my own agency,” she admitted. 


“T know.” 
“You do? How could you know?” 


Lee chuckled. “Diana, sometimes you amaze me. Don’t you know that 
anyone who has ever held any kind of position of authority has had 
self-doubts more than once? Has wondered if all the aggravation is 
worth it? Has wished they could just chuck everything and go off and 
bea beach bum?” 


Diana considered this. “I’m sure that’s true, but .. . do you ever doubt 
yourself, Lee?” 


“Sometimes.” 
“Really? You always seem so sure of yourself.” 


He laughed. “I’m a man. I’m supposed to act as if | know everything.” 
His laugh deepened, and he kissed her ear, whispering. “Occasionally, 
though, I realize I still have a few things to learn.” He brushed his hand 
over her breasts, teasing them into attention. “You've taught me a lot, 
you know.” 


“Stop that! I’m trying to have a serious conversation with you!” She 
slapped his hand away playfully. 


Instead of stopping, he turned her face toward his. When his lips met 
hers, all conversation ceased, and all thoughts of Allison and Kent, self- 
doubt and problems, evaporated from Diana’s mind. 


But later, after Lee left, Diana thought about their conversation again. 
She couldn't get rid of the idea that Lee had effectively sidestepped her 
concerns, that he really was hiding something from her. 


Lee called Kent early Saturday morning. “I didn't wake you, did I?” 


“No, sir. I've already been to the gym and back.” 


“| was wondering if you have any plans for the remainder of the 
morning?” 


“Uh, no.” 


“Good. How would you like to come over to my place? I'd like to talk to 
you about something.” 


“All right.” 
At eleven o'clock Kent arrived. 
Lee clasped his shoulder and said, “Good to see you, son. Come on in.” 


A few minutes later they were seated in the living room. Both had 
fresh cups of coffee, and Lee had set out some Danish pastry. He had 
thought a long time about how to introduce the subject. He finally de- 
cided to be blunt. “Kent, Allison told me about the disagreement the 
two of you had.” 


Kent's blue eyes clouded. 


“She wasn’t telling tales or anything,” Lee hastened to add. “She’s un- 
happy, and she knows you're unhappy, and she had to talk about it to 
someone.” 


Kent nodded, strain written all over his face. “I understand. | figured 
she’d talk to you.” He took a swallow of coffee, then set the cup on the 
coffee table and leaned forward. “I might as well admit it, sir. I don’t 
know what to do.” 


Lee nodded. Although he knew what he was about to say was the 
right thing, he felt a tug of sympathy for Kent. He understood Kent’s 
dreams. He'd had his own unrealistic dreams once himself. “You know, 
Lunderstand your feelings,” he began. 


“I’m not sure you do,” Kent said. His gaze met Lee’s. 


“Believe me, son, I do. But I’m Allison’s father, and her welfare is more 
important to me than anything.” 


“Her welfare is important to me, too.” 


“Then you shouldn’t have any problem making the right decision,” Lee 
said smoothly. “You and I both know you won't be able to make enough 
money practicing storefront law to support the two of you.” 


“If I thought that, I would never consider opening the office,” Kent 
said, jaw hardening. 


Lee felt another tug, this one of admiration. The kid had backbone. He 
wasn’t going to lie down and let Lee run over him. Allison was head- 
strong sometimes, so it was good to know that if necessary Kent could 
stand up to her. “Look, Kent,” he said slowly, choosing his words with 
care, “by the very nature of the kind of office you want to open, fees 
will be almost nonexistent. Can't you compromise?” 


“In what way?” 


“How about, in addition to Joel, finding several other attorneys who are 
interested in this kind of project, and each of you committing say, one 
or two evenings a week, and maybe one weekend a month to it?” 


“Youmean work full-time for another firm? Just do the other ona part- 
time, volunteer basis?” 


“Exactly. That way you'll have the best of both worlds.” 
“But-” 


“Son, I know you love Allison. But love alone isn’t going to pay the rent 
and put food on the table. Not to speak of the added things—the things 
that make life fun—like travel and entertainment and nice clothes.” He 
didn’t add, the things Allison has had allof her life, because he knew Kent 
wasn’t stupid. “And what about later? When you have children? How 
will you be able to provide a secure future for them?” 


Kent bowed his head, and Lee remained quiet. 


seconds ticked by, the only sound was that of the mantel clock chim- 
ing the quarter hour. 


Finally Kent lifted his head. “I suppose I could think about your sugges- 
tion,” he said. 


“[ think Allison would be very supportive of your volunteer work if you 
were to decide on this solution,” Lee said, pressing his advantage. “I 


think she'd be proud of youand would do everything she could to help 
you out.” 


Kent swallowed, his expression uncertain. 


Lee felt sorry for him. Growing up was hard. “I know Ben Keating very 
well,” he said, naming the managing partner in one of Houston's most 
prestigious law firms. “We went to college together. I think he’d be ex- 
tremely interested in you.” He smiled. “How would you like to work for 
Keating and Shaw?” 


“I...I don’t know. I hadn't thought about it.” 


“Well, think about it. And while you're thinking about it, send me a 
copy of your résumé. I'll see that Ben gets it.” 


Kent nodded. 
“Um, I wondered .. .have you discussed this with your mother?” 
“No, sir. Ithought about it, but, well, I don’t want her to worry.” 


Lee nodded his approval. “Good. I'm glad you haven’t. She would- 
worry.” Lee knew the battle wasn't over yet, but he had a good feeling 
about its outcome. He thought that once Kent had had time to mull 
everything over, he’d realize he really didn’t have a better choice. And 
Lee was confident that once he had an offer in hand from Keating and 
Shaw, the decision would be easy to make. 


Although Diana had told Lee she wasn't going to worry about the kids, 
she hadn't been able to get them off her mind. She'd almost mentioned 
the subject again Saturday evening when Lee took her to see a French 
mime troupe at Jones Hall. But then something else happened, which 
drove all thoughts of Kent and Allison's problems out of her mind. 


It was intermission, and Lee had bought two glasses of wine. He and 
Diana were standing on the mezzanine level of the hall, sipping their 
wine and looking out over the chattering crowd below. 


“Are you enjoying the show?” Lee asked. 


Diana smiled. “Yes. Much more than I thought I would.” 


He returned her smile. “You look very lovely tonight,” he said softly. 
“Blue is your color.” 


A warm glow spread through Diana. “I don’t get much chance to wear 
this outfit. It’s hardly ever cold enough.” A “blue norther” had swept 
across Texas that morning, and the mercury had plunged from amild 
sixty-eight to a frigid thirty-seven in just two short hours. The news- 
casters were predicting that it would fall even farther the next day. 


Just then, acouple walked up to them, big smiles on their faces. “Lee!” 
the woman said. “What a nice surprise!” 


“Hello, B.J., Paul. How are you?” Lee said. 


Diana had known this moment would come—a time when someone 
Lee knew would see them together. She just hoped these people, who- 
ever they were, weren't close friends. She still wasn’t ready for every- 
one to know about the two of them. 


“Diana,” Lee said, turning to her, “I’d like youto meet B. J. Barrette and 
her husband, Paul. And this is Diana Sorensen.” Diana shook hands 
with the couple, who were both attractive people in their forties. “How 
do you do?” she said politely. B. J. Barrette. Now why does that name 
sound familiar? 


B. J. Barrette, who had bright, lively dark eyes, smiled at Lee. “I'd heard 
you were back in town. It’s great to see you.” She turned to Diana, giving 
her acareful appraisal. “Sorensen,” she said. “Hmm. Are you related to 
Webster Sorensen?” 


“No. Not that [know of,” Diana said, wishing the dimming of the lights 
announcing the end of intermission would hurry up and happen be- 
fore B.J. asked any more questions. 


“I know just about everyone in Houston,” BJ. continued. “So I’m sure I 
must know you.” 


Her husband laughed. “She's not exaggerating. She probably does know 
everyone in Houston.” 


BJ. gave him an arch look. “Well, it’s my businessto know.” 


“B,J. writes the ‘Around Houston’ column for the Herald,” Lee ex- 
plained. His gaze met Diana's for an instant, and she saw regret—and 
apology. 


Diana wished she could disappear. ‘Around Houston’ was the most- 
read gossip column in Houston, and she suddenly had no doubt she 
would read her own name in it the following morning. 


“What do you do?” BJ. said to Diana. 


B.J.’s tenacity reminded Diana of a West Highland terrier Kent’s father 
had given him for his fifth birthday. Once that little dog latched onto 
something, he’d hung on for dear life. “I’m in real estate.” 


“Real estate.” B.J.’s eyes narrowed. 
Diana could see the wheels turning. She waited for the inevitable. 


“Of course,” BJ. said, a triumphant smile lighting her face. “Sorensen 
Realty!” 


“Yes,” Diana said. 
“Diana's son is Allison’s fiancé,” Lee said. 
Oh, darn, darn, darn. 


“Oh, of course,” B.J. said again. “I should have realized! I knew I'd heard 
the name recently.” 


She gave Diana another thorough inspection, then turned her shrewd 
gaze on Lee and, just as Diana thought she couldn’t stand the tension 
another minute, the lights dimmed. 


“Darling,” Paul Barrette said, “we'd better be getting back to our seats.” 


They all smiled and murmured pleasantries, and finally the Barrettes 
were gone. Diana sent a fervent prayer heavenward. Maybe B.J. would 
have so many interesting people to write about, she would forget all 
about her and Lee. 


Diana sighed with relief when she opened the Sunday paper and 
hurriedly found B. J. Barrette'’s column. She scanned it quickly. Thank 
goodness. There was no mention of the previous evening. 


Wait a minute. No mention at all? That was odd. 


Diana looked over the column again. Slowly the realization came that 
the reason there was no mention of Saturday night was that B.J. had 
probably already turned in her Sunday column before their meeting at 
Jones Hall. 


It was Monday’s column Diana had to worry about. 


Kent called Allison early Sunday morning. “We have to talk,” he said 
without preamble. They hadn’t seen each other the previous evening. 
Allison had pleaded fatigue, but Kent suspected she was punishing 
him. “Td like to come over.” 


“Now?” she asked. 
“Yes. I'll be there in an hour.” 


An hour and a half later they were seated side by side on the love seat 
in the living room of the guest house. Although Allison’s grandparents 
had encouraged her to move into the main house after Lee took posses- 
sion of his new house, Allison still hadn’t done so. Kent guessed once 
her Aunt Eliza returned from Quebec, where she was visiting friends, 
Allison would move, since Eliza had indicated her desire to take over 
the guest house. 


“Honey, we've got to settle this,” Kent said, taking Allison’s hand. 


She bit her bottom lip and nodded. She lifted her gaze to his, and in the 
depths of her big eyes he saw hope and uncertainty. “Daddy said he'd 
talked to you,” she said. 


“Yeah, he did. And I’ve been thinking about what he said.” 
“Have .. .have youmade any decision?” 


Kent studied her upturned face. He wished ... God, how he wished it 
were possible to make her happy and still keep his dream intact, but he 
was terribly afraid he was wishing for the impossible. “Not yet. But I 
amexploring all the possibilities. I've talked to Joel, and I’ve contacted a 
couple of other guys who graduated with me. And Joel said he'll talk to 
a couple of his buddies.” 


She squeezed his hand tighter. A happy light appeared in her eyes. “Oh, 
Kent, that’s great.” 


“Yeah.” So why did he still feel so depressed over it? Why couldn't he 
just accept the inevitable? Why was he still holding out a slim hope 
that somehow, some way, this could be resolved in awaythat everyone 
would be satisfied? 


“Darling, you won't be sorry. Ipromise you,” Allison said. 


Later, as they sat in the kitchen and ate the tuna salad sandwiches Al- 
lison had made for their lunch, Kent said, “Wednesday is my mother’s 
birthday” 


“Oh, Kent! Why didn’t you tell me sooner? We need to buy her some- 
thing!” 


Kent was a bit taken aback, but quickly realized Allison was right. It 
wouldbe nice for them to give his mother a present from the both of 
them. “Okay. We’ll go shopping tomorrow night, if that’s okay with 
you.” 


“sure.” 
“And I thought maybe we could take her to dinner Wednesday night.” 


“Of course.” She smiled at him, then rose, coming around to his side of 
the table. She leaned over and kissed his cheek, her light flowery fra- 
grance drifting over him. He turned his head and gazed into her beau- 
tiful eyes. “Honey, you've made me so happy today,” she whispered. 


Kent pulled her onto his lap, and as he lost himself in the sweetness of 
her mouth, he told himself that everything would work out. He loved 
her, and any sacrifice he had to make to keep her was worth it. 


Diana opened the Monday morning paper. There it was. Her worst 
fears confirmed. She quickly read the reference. 


Spied at Jones Hall on Saturday night, looking just as handsome and 
debonair as always, was Lee Gabriel who, along with his gorgeous daughter, 
Allison, has recently moved back to Our Town. Most of you will recall that 
Lee, who just took over as executive Veep at Berringer, Houston, has been 


based in Paris for many years. Saturday night he was squiring the lovely, 
blonde Diana Sorensen, owner of Sorensen Realty and a familiar name in 
Houston real estate circles. Diana is the mother of Kent Sorensen, whose 
engagement to Allison Gabriel was recently announced. This columnist is 
wondering if there's something brewing between the parents of the soon- 
to-be-married couple? That would be nice for Diana but terrible for all the 
other femmes around town. Guess we’ll have to wait and see, won’t we, 
gals? 


Oh, no! It was much worse than Diana had imagined it could be. It 
would have been bad enough if B.J. had just mentioned seeing Diana 
and Lee together, but to speculate on their relationship, to imply that 
there was something going on between them... 


Diana cringed as she reread the item. She heaved a sigh. There was 
nothing to be done about this. Everyone read B.J.’s column. There were 
bound to be repercussions, so she'd better decide how she intended to 
play it from now on. 


She was right. She was the brunt of a lot of teasing over the next 
couple of days. Every one of her friends and business associates man- 
aged to call her or mention the column when they saw her. She bore 
up under their teasing, deliberately treating the whole thing as some- 
thing casual. 


But she wondered what Kent and Allison were thinking. Especially Al- 
lison. She wanted toask Lee if Allison had mentioned anything to him, 
but he was awfully touchy about her desire to keep their relationship a 
secret, so she didn’t. She figured she'd find out Wednesday night when 
Allison and Kent took her to dinner. 


“Happy Birthday!” chorused Sunny and Diana's other agents as Diana 
strode into the bull pen Wednesday morning. 


She smiled when she saw the birthday cake and wrapped gifts. She 
wasn’t sure how the tradition had started, but they always made a big 
deal out of birthdays at the agency. Actually she kind of liked it. 


Later, in her office, Sunny said, “So what are you and TD&D doing 
tonight?” 


Diana grinned. TD&D was Sunny’s code name for Lee. “Kent and Alli- 
son are taking me to dinner tonight. Tall, Dark, and Dangerous doesn’t 
even know today is my birthday.” 


“Why didn’t you tell him? Maybe he would have given youa ring!” She 
laughed. 


Diana threw a paper clip at Sunny’s retreating back. “You'd better run,” 
she muttered. An engagement ring! Sure. But a tiny flutter of some- 
thing she couldn’t name caused her to take a deep breath. 


All day Sunny’s teasing remark floated at the edges of her mind. An 
engagement ring. Why did the suggestion make her feel so... so... glit- 
tery? As if someone were shaking gold dust inside her? 


Diana told herself to settle down. She told herself she wasn’t in love 
with Lee. She told herself she had no desire to marry him. She said 
these things over and over again. 


She was still saying them when, at three o’clock, the temporary recep- 
tionist knocked on her office door. “Ms. Sorensen? This package was 
just delivered for you,” she said, her breathy voice grating on Diana’s 
nerves. 


“Qh?” 


The young woman handed Diana a small oblong box, about the size of a 
shoe box. Diana's heart started to beat hard when she saw the sender’s 
name. 


Lee. 


With fingers that trembled slightly, she used her letter opener to slit 
the wrapping. Then she opened the inner box and removed the shred- 
ded tissue. 


What she saw nestled inside took her breath away. It was an exquisite 
mate to her Lalique cat, this one stretching his front paws and point- 
ing his rear end in the air. Swallowing hard, she lifted the creamy gift 
card and read the scrawled message: 


Happy Birthday. All my love, Lee. 
How had he known? 


All my love. 


It didn’t mean anything. People said things such as all my love without 
really considering what the words meant. 


But her heart refused to believe her. Her heart expanded with a shim- 
mering happiness. As her fingers caressed the smooth crystal, Diana 
thought about all the times she and Lee had been together. How her 
feelings for him had intensified rather than diminished since they’d 
first made love. How she had grown todepend upon him. How just the 
sight of him could make her feel like a young girl again. 


She held the figurine close to her breast. She could feel her heart 
beating. 


Face it, you ninny. You're in love with Lee. 


And maybe, just maybe, he was in love with her, too. 


Chapter Fourteen 


Wednesday evening, when Diana arrived home, there was a message 
from Leeon her answering machine. Still filled witha shaky happiness 
over his gift, Diana pressed the familiar numbers. 


“T should be angry with you,” Lee said, but his voice was teasing. “Why 
didn’t you tell me today was your birthday?” 


“Birthdays aren't a big deal.” 
“Yes, they are.” 
“How didyou find out? Did Allison tell you?” 


“Yes. She mentioned that she and Kent were taking you out to dinner 
tonight.” His voice softened. “Did you get the package I sent?” 


“Yes, and... it’s so beautiful, Lee. Thank you so much.” 

“?’m glad you like it.” 

“T love it.” And I love you, too. She wanted to say the words so badly. 
“Diana...” His voice dropped to a husky whisper. 

Her heart thrummed in her throat. 

“Are Kent and Allison picking you up tonight?” 

“No. I’m meeting them at the restaurant.” 


“Good. Then you can come here afterward. We'll have our own private 
celebration.” 


“Oh, Lee, I shouldn't. It’ll probably be late, and we both have to work 
tomorrow.” 


“[ have a special night planned,” he murmured seductively. “Full of all 
kinds of ... secret... things.” 


Diana felt exactly the way she had the time she'd visited the Sears 
Tower in Chicago. She'd gone up to the observation level and looked 


down, and it felt as if the bottom were dropping out of her stomach. 
Lee’s words produced the same feeling, with his hint of dark delights. 


“T have another present for you, too,” Lee continued softly. “One not 
meant for public view.” 


What woman could resist? As she hung up the phone, Diana hugged 
herself. She had never thought of herself as having a sensual nature, 
but lately, she’d had to revise that opinion. Lately she'd felt positively 
decadent. She shivered in anticipation of whatever Lee had planned 
for the night. 


But first she had the dinner with Allison and Kent. She had mixed 
emotions about spending the evening with them. She hadn't been in 
their combined company since Thanksgiving, and she hoped what- 
ever it was that had caused such a strain between them that day was 
over and done with. On top of that, she hoped they hadn’t seen B. J. 
Barrette’s column on Monday. If they had, and any mention was made 
of it, Diana wasn’t sure how she should play it or what to say. 


By the time she left for the restaurant, she was nervous and wishing 
the dinner was going to be just her and Kent. 


The evening started out well. It was obvious to Diana that whatever 
had been wrong between them, Kent and Allison were okay now, and 
that was a relief. They seemed happy, and Diana didn't sense any ten- 
sion between them. And thankfully, no mention was made of the Her- 
aldcolumn either. By the time they had their coffee and dessert, Diana 
was relaxed and chiding herself for worrying when there obviously 
wasn’t anything to worry about. 


Diana opened her birthday present from the two of them, a gorgeous 
gold bangle bracelet, and with misty eyes, thanked both of them. “It’s 
so beautiful,” she said, putting it on right then. “And it goes so perfectly 
with my necklace.” 


“That’s what Allison said when we saw it,” Kent said. 


Allison smiled. “I’m glad you like it.” Then, very casually, and taking 
Diana completely off guard, she said, “By the way, did youhappen to see 
B. J. Barrette’s column in the Herald Monday?” 


Diana was proud of herself. She kept her voice just as casual and even 
managed an offhand chuckle. “Yes. Honestly! That woman must not 
have anything better to write about.” 


Allison laughed, but Diana thought there was a false note to her laugh- 
ter. “Isn’t that the truth! BJ. loves to print the wildest speculation— 
the more outrageous, the better. Usually, though, there’s sometruth in 
what she says.” 


Kent frowned. “What are you two talking about?” 
“Oh, it’s nothing,” Diana said. “Just a silly gossip column.” 


“I know what column you're talking about. But what did B. J. Barrette 
say?” 


“Evidently she saw my father and Diana at Jones Hall Saturday night, 
and she tried to make a big deal out of it,” Allison answered. “She insin- 
uated that they were an item.” She laughed again, the sound grating on 
Diana’s nerves. “Dad would probably like to kill her. He hates that kind 
of thing, but it always seems to be happening to him.” She shrugged. 
“Oh, well. What can you do? But B.J. ought to know better!” 


Kent gave Diana a bewildered look, as if to say, What's going on here? but 
Diana’s gaze locked with Allison's. Her topaz eyes blazed a challenge. 


“How'd you and Dad happen to go to Jones Hall, anyway?” she said, her 
eyes never leaving Diana's face. 


“He wanted to see that French mime troupe and didn’t want to go 
alone, so he asked me,” Diana said evenly. I will not get angry. I will not 
say anything I will be sorry for. I will not do anything stupid. 


“It’s funny he never mentioned it to me,” Allison said. “Heavens, I 
would have been happyto go see the mimes with him. He knows that!” 


Diana let the remark pass. There was no sense in getting into a tug-of- 
war with Allison. Diana reminded herself that Allison was possessive 
about her father, that losing her mother when she was a teenager had 
made her very vulnerable where her father was concerned. 


But even as Diana told herself these things, Allison's obvious displea- 
sure over the idea that Lee could be interested in Diana, hurt. And 
Diana knew Allison was suspicious. Otherwise, she wouldn't have gone 


toso much trouble to act asif B. J. Barrette’s comments were ridiculous. 
No, if Allison weren't afraid there really was some truth in B.J’s state- 
ments, she would have been able just to laugh and tease Diana. 


For the rest of the evening, Diana was aware of Allison’s speculative 
gaze, and she wondered just what her future daughter-in-law would 
think if she knew where Diana was going after she left them. 


Lee had been right. Diana never wouldforget this birthday. For days af- 
terward, she blushed every time she thought about all the things he’d 
done to make the night memorable. 


The red lace teddy he’d given her. 
The satin sheets on his bed. 
The heated oil. 


And, most memorable of all, the red satin bow he'd tied in a strategic 
place. 


Diana squirmed in her chair as she relived the moment Lee had opened 
his front door, and she’d seen him dressed in nothing but his soft 
velour robe. 


She closed her eyes as she thought about the delicious moment when 
Lee, eyes smoky in the lamplight, told her to put on the teddy and 
model it for him. He lay back against the pillows of his bed and 
watched her, eyes dark with desire—as, self-conscious at first—Diana 
slowly walked toward him. 


She shivered as she remembered how he'd smiled, then whispered, 
“Come here, Diana. I have a friend who's aching to see you.” He patted 
the bed next to him. 


And Diana, feeling wanton and sexyin the lacy teddy, stretched out on 
the bed. 


“Untie my robe,” Lee whispered. 


Feeling as if her bones were melting, Diana did as she was told. But 
when she uncovered his “friend” and saw the bow, she started to 
laugh. She laughed now, remembering. 


No, it wasn't likely she’d ever forget her forty-third birthday. 


On December 15th Kent received an offer from Keating and Shaw. He’d 
known it would come. He already knew his future father-in-law well 
enough to know that when Lee said something was going to happen, it 
happened. 


Kent looked at the letter, all kinds of emotions swirling around inside 
him. The offer was extremely generous, more than Kent would have 
ever dreamed possible, and with a firm such as Keating and Shaw, it 
was only the beginning. If Kent did well, the sky would be the limit 
there. He knew he should pick up the phone and call Lee and thank 
him. He knew he should also call Ben Keating and accept. That’s what 
anyone with any sense would do. That’s what any one of his friends 
would do. That’s what Joel would probably do if hewere the one to get 
this offer. 


He reread the letter. They wanted an answer within the next week. 


Kent stared at the letter for along time. 


After her birthday, the rest of December seemed to fly by. Diana at- 
tended three showers for Allison. She did her Christmas shopping and 
wrote out all her Christmas cards and got them mailed. She put in 
her usual long hours at work. And every minute of her spare time was 
spent with Lee. 


The wedding, scheduled for two days after Christmas, would soon be 
upon them. 


Then a week before Christmas, Jackie called. She was leaving Chad for 
good. When she asked Diana if she could come back and stay with her 
awhile, Diana didn’t hesitate. 


“Yes, you know you can,” she said. 


“Tm filing for a divorce,” Jackie said. “I told him when I came back the 
last time that if it happened again, that was it. No more chances.” 


80 Jackie came to Houston the following day, and Diana, relieved, let 
her temporary receptionist go. Two days later Jackie was once again in- 
stalled in the front office. Everyone was glad to see her back, and Diana 
was pleased to see how nice to her they all were. 


That night, Lee hada meeting to attend, and Diana was glad because 
she wanted to spend the evening with Jackie and the kids. She knew 
that even though this decision Jackie had made was a wise one that in 
the long run she wouldn't regret, she also knew these first days would 
be tough for her and her children. Holidays were always tough, but this 
one would be very difficult. Diana wanted to help Jackie as much as she 
could. 


She took them out to dinner. Afterward, once the kids were in bed for 
the night, she and Jackie sat over glasses of wine and talked. Diana lis- 
tened as Jackie related the series of events that led up to her leaving 
Chad again. Finally, when Jackie was spent, Diana said, “Now it's my 
turn.” 


Jackie listened quietly as Diana told her about Lee. 

“See?” Jackie said when Diana finished. “Didn't I tell you he wasn’t the 
kind of man to lose interest?” She smiled. “I’m happy for you, Diana. He 
sounds wonderful.” 

Diana nodded. 

“What's the matter?” 

“Nothing.” But Diana heard the doubt in her voice. 


“Are you scared?” Jackie said softly. 


Diana nodded again. There was abig lump in her throat, and for the life 
of her she couldn't imagine why. 


“What're you scared of?” 


Diana tried to answer but she couldn’t. What was wrong with her? She 
felt ridiculously close to tears. 


“Youre scared because you're in love with him,” Jackie said, reaching 
for Diana's hand. “That's it, isn’t it?” 


Slow tears trickled down Diana's face. She angrily brushed them away. 
“I’m being ridiculous.” 


“Honey, being in love is nothing to cry about.” Jackie moved closer and 
put her arm around Diana’s shoulders. “There’s something else eating 
you. Tell me what it is.” 


Diana could hear her heart beating. “Even if Lee is serious about me,” 
she finally said, “Allison will never accept me. She doesn't like me.” 


“So who gives a darn?” Jackie said. “Not mysister. Not the same sister 
who has never backed away from a challenge in her entire life!” Jackie 
chuckled. “Besides, I don’t think you like her much, either!” 


“Well, I’m trying to like her. She’s not even trying! The minute she 
thinks I might be getting too close to her precious father, her claws 
come out.” 


“Well, you wouldn't be marrying Allison, honey. You'd be marrying Lee. 
And once that happened, Allison would haveto accept it. I wouldn’t 
waste another minute worrying about what she thinks.” 


“Lee hasn't said a word about marriage.” 
“Didn’t you tell me you told him you weren't interested in marriage?” 
Diana sighed. “Yes.” 


“Well, then? Don’t you think it’s up to you to let him know you've 
changed your mind?” 


“But what if...” Diana swallowed. “What if ... now that he's .. . gotten 
what he wants from me .. . he’snot interested?” She had just given 
voice to her greatest fear of all. 


“You mean you think sexis all he wanted?” 
Diana shrugged. “No. Yes. No. Oh, I don’t know what I think!” 


“Diana, honey, I know you. I can’t imagine you being interested in any 
man who was that shallow. You'd have run like hell if Lee was really like 
that.” 


Diana wet her lips. “I’m not sure any woman has any judgment at all 
when it comes to men.” 


“Your judgment is just fine.” 


“The thing is, where he’s concerned, I don’t seem to have any 
willpower, any sense at all. I... Ijust get all quivery, and emotional, and 
all, all needy!” She stared at Jackie. “I hatefeeling needy!” 


Jackie smiled. “I know. We all do. But that’s the nature of the beast. We 
all need other people.” 


“Fine. Other people are fine. But why do we have to need men!” 


Jackie started to laugh, and after a few minutes, Diana did, too. They 
laughed for along time, the laughter lifting their spirits. They hugged, 
and Diana whispered, “I’m glad you're here.” 


“Me, too.” 


Diana was having the rehearsal dinner at the Rainbow Lodge. She’d 
considered having it catered and at home, but decided it would put too 
much pressure on her, soshe quickly discarded that idea. The Rainbow 
Lodge was a good choice, she thought. She had booked a private room 
upstairs with its own balcony overlooking the wooded grounds. If it 
was a cool night, there would be a fire in the fireplace, and the room 
was decorated for Christmas. 


Diana conferred with the catering manager the day before the dinner, 
and satisfied that everything would be to her liking, took the rest of 
the day off to take care of last-minute errands. 


The day of the rehearsal dinner, which was the day before Christmas 
Eve, dawned bright and clear, but cold. Diana talked to Lee briefly that 
afternoon. 


“After the wedding is over, we have to talk,” he said. 
“About what?” 


“About us.” 


For the rest of the day, each time she thought about those two little 
words, her stomach tightened from nerves. What would she do if Lee 
proposed marriage? She knew she loved him, but did she love him 
enough to completely change her life? Did she really want to deal with 
Allison’s antagonism and all the stress that being married to a power- 
house like Lee would entail? And what about their differences? Would 
those differences matter? 


And don’t forget your track record, which isn’t so great. 


She closed her eyes. This was such a big step she was contemplating, 
such an important decision. She wished she could make it the way she 
made other decisions, using logic and common sense. She wished she 
could just put aside her emotions. 


But she couldn't. 
And she didn't have long to think about it, either. 


She was going to have to make her decision soon. 


That night Diana dressed carefully. She’d bought another new dress, 
this one a dark blue and taupe print silk with a shirred bodice, flowing 
skirt and a narrow gold belt. With it she wore gold heels and a small 
gold mesh evening bag. Being in love—or maybe it was all that good 
sex, she thought ruefully—had put a glow in her eyes and skin, and as 
she checked herself out in her full-length mirror, she knew she looked 
better than she'd ever looked in her life. 


Clyde jumped up onto her dresser and eyed her. “Mrrow,” he growled. 


Diana grinned. Maybe he thought so, too. That sure sounded like a 
growl of approval to her. 


Diana was picking up her mother as soon as she could leave the re- 
hearsal. She wanted to be at the restaurant a bit early, make sure every- 
thing was set up the way it was supposed to be. 


The rehearsal went off without a hitch. Diana’s part was over quickly. 
Once she’d lighted her candle and been told how and when to walk 
down the aisle and where to sit, she asked if she could leave. 


But she was running about fifteen minutes later than she’d told her 
mother she thought she’d be, and Barbara griped about that for at least 
five minutes. For the remainder of the short trip to the restaurant, she 
grumbled about the black dress she’d had to wear. 


“Mother,” Diana finally said in exasperation, “your dress looks lovely. 
You look lovely. Now, please, would you stop complaining? I’d like to 
enjoy this evening.” 


Barbara grumbled under her breath for a few more seconds, but then 
she subsided, and Diana sighed with relief when they turned into the 
driveway of the Lodge. She relinquished her car keys to the valet park- 
ing attendant, then she and Barbara slowly climbed the wooden steps 
and walked across the little bridge to the main door. 


Diana looked around. She’d always liked this place. The setting was 
fairy-tale-like with the gazebo off to the left where many weddings 
were held, the lights strung through the tall trees and the bayou in 
the distance. Small animals prowled the grounds, and Diana knew they 
would often get brave enough to venture onto the wooden deck that 
extended the full-length of the restaurant across the back. The diners 
always seemed to get a kick out of seeing the animals looking at them 
through the plate-glass windows. 


They entered the restaurant and followed the hostess up the narrow, 
winding stairs to their private room on the second floor. The Lodge 
was a refurbished Victorian house that had been added to but still re- 
tained its old-world charm. 


When Barbara and Diana entered the room where the dinner would be 
held, Diana was surprised to see Lee already there. Acutely conscious 
of her mother behind her, Diana said, “Lee! What are you doing here?” 


“After I walked Allison up the aisle and handed her over to Kent, there 
wasn’t any reason for me to stay. And I thought you might need some 
help.” His eyes said, I wish we were alone because I want to kiss you. 


Diana looked away. Her heart was beating too fast. She was very glad 
the only lights in the room came from the candles and the Christmas 
tree, otherwise she was afraid her mother would see the telltale stain 
of pink she knew had crept up her cheeks. “Everything is ready, as you 
can see,” she said. 


Lee turned toward Barbara. “Mrs. Kent. It’s so nice to see you again.” He 
kissed Barbara's cheek, and Barbara smiled happily. “And don’t youlook 
lovely.” 


“Oh, this old dress—” 


Diana interrupted her. “Why don’t we sit down and uncork one of 
these bottles of wine?” Maybe a glass of wine would relax her. Lee's eyes 
twinkled as if he knew exactly what she was thinking, but he didn't say 
anything else to rattle her. Instead, to Diana's everlasting gratitude, he 
devoted himself to Barbara for the next twenty minutes. 


Then Allison, looking breathtakingly beautiful in a black velvet dress, 
and Kent—a curiously subdued Kent—looking handsome by her side, 
arrived. 


Diana searched Kent’s eyes as he walked forward. She knew him so 
well, and all her instincts told her something was bothering him. Oh, 
Lord, she'd be glad when this wedding was over! Everyone's nerves 
were stretched to the limit. 


Within minutes, everyone had arrived: Jackie and her children, all 
shiny-faced and expectant; Carol and her family; the Marlowes, includ- 
ing the beautiful Eliza Whitman, all dolled up in a clingy red crepe 
dress; Joel Bartlett and Marcy Howard, who were the best man and 
maid-of-honor; and the other four attendants and their spouses or 
dates. Even the minister and his wife came, and from the warm greet- 
ings given them by the Marlowes, Diana knew they must be old friends. 


And finally, Kent's father and his wife. 


Diana tried to remember how long it had been since she’d been in Bill’s 
company. Not since Kent had graduated from college, and then only 
briefly. But tonight, even though she was nervous about many things, 
seeing him was not one of them. 


She was able to greet him casually, and she realized that she nolonger 
cared at all what he thought. It was a very liberating feeling. 


“youre looking great, Diana,” he said. 


“Thanks.” She turned to Maggie, his wife, an attractive brunette. Diana 
felt kind of sorry for Maggie, because she was certain Bill had not 


changed. He was probably still chasing everything in skirts. But that 
was Maggie's problem, not hers. 


When Diana turned her attention back to the others, it didn’t surprise 
her to find that Eliza Whitman had latched on to Lee and was hanging 
on his arm while batting her eyelashes a mile a minute. Diana turned 
away to hide her grin. Elizano longer worried her, either. 


But Kent worried her. And Lee worried her. And what would happen 
once this wedding was over worried her. 


That was enough for one woman to worry about, she decided. 


Soon they all settled into their seats, and the dinner began. Diana wel- 
comed everyone, after which the men began to make toasts. Diana was 
grateful that Lee wasn't seated close to her. In fact, she had to lean for- 
ward to see him, so she was spared the strain of feeling his eyes on her 
the entire evening. 


Soon some of the women joined in the toasting, and the party livened 
up even more. Diana looked around with satisfaction. Everything was 
going well, better than she’d hoped. This curious mix of people and 
families had worked out just fine. 


She decided to make a toast herself. She stood, raising her glass. “To 
Allison and Kent,” she said. “May you be as happy for the rest of your 
lives as youare today.” 


Everyone clapped, and Diana, just a bit choked up by the realization 
that Kent was actually getting married, sat down. 


Then Kent stood. “I guess it’s my turn now.” He smiled down at Allison, 
whose face was raised toward his. “To my beautiful bride. I love you.” 


There was a chorus of “Ahhs,” then more clapping. Kent sat, leaning 
over to kiss Allison. For a while, the kissing continued because the 
guests began to tap their spoons against their wineglasses, which, 
Carol explained to Diana, meant they wanted to see the bride and 
groom smooch. 


The next hour passed in a blur for Diana. She was surrounded by so 
many people, and there was so much on her mind, and her emotions 
were so near the surface, that she knew she’d never remember much 
about this night. 


But then the dinner itself was over, and the waiters cleared the tables 
and began to serve the dessert—chocolate mousse, Kent’s favorite. 
Coffee came, and the laughter and good feeling in the room increased. 


Diana glanced at Kent. He seemed more relaxed nowthan he had when 
he'd first arrived. She had probably imagined that something was both- 
ering him. He had probably just been nervous because the wedding was 
only a few days away. 


A few minutes later, Allison stood. “I’m the only one who hasn’t made 
a toast tonight,” she said. A hush fell over the room. Kent looked up at 
her and smiled. She returned his smile. “To my future husband, who 
is going to set the world on fire in his new position as an associate at 
Keating and Shaw!” 


Diana went rigid with shock as the assembled guests smiled and 
murmured and offered Kent their congratulations. When had Kent de- 
cided to go to work for Keating and Shaw? When had he even received 
an offer? She looked at her son, who looked just as unhappy about Alli- 
son’s announcement as Diana felt. 


“Uh, Allison,” he said, touching her arm. 


Eyes shining, Allison looked at him. Their gazes locked. Very slowly, 
her smile faded. “What?” she said. 


It was obvious to everyone that something was wrong. The chatter and 
laughter subsided. 


Kent cleared his throat. “Uh, look, honey, I...uh...1 thought we'd talk 
about this later, but...” He took her arm. “Let’s go outside for a minute.” 


Allison’s gaze never left his face. Her tawny eyes, so full of love and 
happiness only moments before, dimmed as they studied his expres- 
sion. She allowed him to lead her out to the balcony. 


Diana didn’t know what to do. A hush had fallen over the room. 


“You areaccepting the offer, aren’t you, Kent?” Allison’s words floated 
clearly through the night air. 


In that moment, Diana wanted to get up and race outside and put her 
arms around Kent. She wanted to protect him from everyone and ev- 


erything, just the way she had when he was a baby. But she knew she 
couldn’t. And she knew he wouldn’t even want her to. 


Kent's voice never wavered. “Honey, I'm sorry. I should have told you. 
But I didn’t want anything to spoil tonight, so I planned to tell you 
later. Iturned down the offer this afternoon.” 


Diana was trying not to listen, but she couldn't help it. No one in the 
room was even pretending todo anything else. They were all caught up 
in the drama of the scene unfolding on the balcony. 


“You...turned...down... the... offer...this... afternoon.” It 
sounded asif Allison were biting off each word. “Kent, how could you? 
How could you do this to me?” 


Atthat moment, Lee stood. His gaze met Diana’s. She could see the con- 
cern shadowing his face. 


“Honey, it’ll be okay. I promise you,” Kent said. 


Even though her heart ached for him, Diana was proud of Kent. He 
wasn’t trying to weasel his way out of this. But she felt sorry for both 
him and Allison, because this was a terrible way and aterrible place for 
this to happen. 


For along moment Allison said nothing. The room was very still. Even 
Diana’s mother seemed speechless. Then, so softly, Diana almost didn’t 
catch all the words, Allison said, “I’m sorry, Kent, but it’s not okay.” 


“Please, honey...” 
“Diana, what's going on?” her mother said. 


Diana ignored her mother because at that moment Allison reentered 
the room. Diana saw the tense set of her mouth, the way she struggled 
to keep her composure. Kent walked in behind her. He touched her 
arm. 


“Allison, honey, I know youre angry...” 


“’m not angry.” She bit her bottom lip, which was now quivering un- 
controllably. “I’m terribly disappointed, but I’m not angry.” 


“Let’s go somewhere and talk about this,” Kent said. “Let me explain.” 


Diana’s chest felt tight, and even though she was as mesmerized as 
the rest of the guests, she was aware of the shock and dismay on Jinx 
Marlowe's face, and the disbelief on the faces of many others. And Lee. 
What was he thinking? 


“T don’t want to talk anymore,” Allison said, not even trying to stop the 
tears that now slid from her eyes. “You've made your choice. You've de- 
cided your future. Obviously what you want to do is more important to 
you than I am. Nothing could be more clear, so I don’t see that there’s 
anything left to say. Except goodbye.” Very slowly, she pulled her mag- 
nificent engagement ring from her finger and held it out to Kent. 
“Here. won't be needing this anymore.” 


“Allison, you don’t mean this,” Kent said. “You can't mean this.” 


When he didn’t take the ring, Allison reached forward and dropped it 
into his suit pocket. Then she walked to where she'd been sitting, fum- 
bled around until she found her purse and without looking at anyone 
said, “Daddy? Will you take me home, please?” 


The next few minutes would always be a jumble in Diana’s mind. Lee 
hurried to Allison's side, and Kent said, “Sir, I'm sorry. Iknow you went 
toa lot of trouble to get that offer for me, but—” 


“Later,” Lee said. He looked at Diana for a brief moment before putting 
his arm around a now-weeping Allison and leading her from the room. 


Diana felt stunned by this new piece of knowledge. Lee? Lee had en- 
gineered this offer from Keating and Shaw, and had never once said a 
word to her? 


“Mom.” Kent touched her shoulder. 
Diana looked up. Kent’s eyes were bleak. 
“Mom, I’m sorry.” 


Diana didn’t know what to say or do. She stood, and Kent put his arms 
around her, holding her close for a few seconds. Then he released her, 
and ina calm voice said, “Dad, Gram, Mr. and Mrs. Marlowe, everybody. 
I’m terribly sorry. Please forgive me, but I’ve got to go after Allison.” 


They all murmured things such as “Of course” and “You go ahead” and 
then Kent was gone. 


Diana looked around. All the faces in the room still reflected the shock 
she felt. 


And then she felt a tug on her skirt. She looked down at her mother. 


“Does this mean I have to return my dress?” Barbara said. 


Chapter Fifteen 


After Kent left the rehearsal dinner, Diana managed somehow to hus- 
tle everyone out of the restaurant. She drove her mother home and 
closed her ears to Barbara’s outraged commentary on both Kent’s and 
Allison’s behavior. 


When Diana arrived home, Jackie and the kids were already there. 


“God, Di, I’m sorry,” Jackie said. They hugged, and Diana closed her 
eyes. “What do you think is going to happen now? Do you think the 
wedding is off?” 


Diana pulled away from Jackie and shook her head wearily. “I don’t 
know.” She took off her shoes and held them by the backs. Her head 
was pounding. She sighed heavily. “Listen, do you mind if I go up to 
bed? I’m exhausted.” 


“No. Of course not.” 


“And Jackie? Turn the phone offwhen you goto bed will you? I’m going 
to unplug the one in my room. And if Lee calls before then...” 


“Yes?” 
“Tell him I’m not here.” 


As she climbed the stairs to the second floor, she could feel Jackie 
watching her. 


Finally she reached the privacy of her room. She shut the door behind 
her, and without turning on any lights, groped for the phone and 
yanked the cord out; then she threw herself across her bed. She lay 
there for along time, trying notto think about what happened, but un- 
able to stop that godawful scene from replaying in her mind. 


Over and over again she saw Kent's stricken face, Allison’s misery, and 
Lee... 


She swallowed against the tears clogging her throat. 


Lee. 


Lee had betrayed her. He had gone behind her back and arranged for a 
position for Kent. She had trusted him, and he had been sneaky and sly. 
That night when she'd asked him if he thought something was wrong 
between Allison and Kent, she’d thought he was hiding something 
from her. This had probably been it. He had probably lied even then. 


What else has he been lying to you about? 
The thought refused to go away. 


She’d thought he was different. But now he'd lied to her, just as Bill had 
lied to her. 


It hurt. Oh, God, how it hurt. 


Maybe all along Lee had been pretending to care about her. Maybe all 
he'd ever been interested in was getting her into bed. Maybe every- 
thing had been a lie. 


A long time later, Diana got up and got undressed. Still not turning 
on any lights, she crawled into bed. She refused to cry, although she 
wanted to weep and weep until there were no tears left. 


It was over. 
It was over between Allison and Kent. 
And it was over between her and Lee. 


The next day Diana dragged herself out of bed. She felt numb. When 
she walked into the bathroom and looked at herself in the mirror, she 
looked haggard. 


She forced herself to go through her normal morning ritual. She show- 
eredand washed her hair. She had half a grapefruit and a piece of toast 
for breakfast. She brushed her teeth and put on her makeup. She blow- 
dried her hair and pulled a camel-colored coat dress from her closet. 


At eight o’clock she left for the office. Jackie would come closer to nine, 
when the agency actually opened its doors. Diana returned the greet- 
ings of the two agents who were already there, and escaped into her 
office as quickly as she could. 


Today was Christmas Eve. A day that should be a celebration of life and 
joy and hope. A day that would instead be full of misery and unhappi- 
ness and the death of dreams. 


She sat at her desk and stared at the papers she’d left there the previ- 
ous day. She tried not to think. 


Atnine o'clock, Jackie buzzed her on the intercom. “Diana, Lee ison the 
phone.” 


Diana thought about refusing to talk to him, but she knew Lee: he’d 
only call again. 


Feeling cold all over, she picked up the phone. “Yes?” she said. 
“Diana?” 

“Yes.” 

“Diana, love, I'm so sorry about last night. 

“Yes, well, you should be.” 

“What do you mean by that?” 

‘Just what I said. You should be.” 

“{ think you'd better explain yourself.” He sounded angry. Very angry. 


“I think youre the one who has the explaining to do. It seems to me 
that if you hadn’t interfered, if you hadn’t engineered that offer to 
Kent, none of this would have happened.” 


“Diana, I know youre upset. Hell, we're all upset. But thisisn’t my fault! 
This problem has been brewing for along time. | tried to help out, tried 
to make Kent see reason, but it didn’t work.” 


“You lied to me.” Diana shivered. She hadn't felt so cold in along time. 
“{ didn't lie to you.” 


“you did. You never told me about what you were doing. As far as I'm 
concerned, you lied to me.” 


“Diana, please be reasonable.” 


“You know, Lee, I’m sick and tired of you telling me to be reasonable 
every time I disagree with you. Actually I think I ambeing reasonable 
All I ever expected from you was honesty. I think that’s very reason- 
able.” 


“T’ve always been honest with you.” 
“Oh, really?” 


“I was only trying to keep you from worrying unnecessarily. I saw no 
reason to involve you in this.” 


“What else have you lied to me about?” 


“What's that supposed to mean?” Now his voice no longer sounded 
angry. It sounded hard. And cold. 


“Youre a smart man. You figure it out.” And Diana hung up the phone. 
She stared at the instrument for afew seconds, then she buzzed Jackie. 
“Jackie, Idon’t want to talk to Lee Gabriel again. Ifhe calls, tell him P’'m 
out with a client.” 


“Diana-” 
‘Just do as I say, please.” 
At ten o'clock, Kent knocked on her door. 


Diana's heart constricted at the sight of him. He looked even worse 
than she felt. He looked as if he hadn’t slept at all the night before. At 
least she’d managed three or four hours. But Kent looked beat. He was 
dressed in boots, jeans and a turtleneck sweater. 


She stood, and he walked over to her and gathered her in his arms. 
They held each other for a few minutes, and Diana could feel his heart 
beating against hers. Tears filled her eyes, tears she quickly tried to 
blink away. She ached for him and wished she could say something to 
make things better. 


Finally he released her, and holding her hand, he led her to the love 
seat. They sat next to each other. 


“Mom...” 


Diana met Kent's gaze. His blue eyes were filled with a sadness so pro- 
found that seeing it was like a knife wound through her heart. 


“1m afraid it’s all over with me and Allison,” he said. 
“T’m sorry,” she whispered. 


“T tried to talk to her last night. I went to the house, but . . . Mrs. 
Marlowe said Allison didn’t want to see me.” He bowed his head. “She 
moved out of the guest house over the weekend. If she’d been there, 
maybe she would have talked to me.” He raised his head. The pain on 
his face twisted the knife deeper. “Do you thinkI was wrong?” 


Diana shook her head. “No, but I do think you should have told Allison 
before the dinner.” 


“T tried.” Then he sighed deeply. “No, that’s not true. I didn’t really try. 
I started to say something, but I knew she’d get upset, and I guess I 
just hoped some miracle would happen. You're right. I shouldhave told 
her.” 


Diana knew he felt terrible enough, so she didn’t say anything else. 


“T wish...” His voice trailed off, and he looked away. “I wish I could have 
done what Lee suggested.” 


“what did he suggest?” 


“That I get some of my friends to go in with me on the storefront 
thing. That I work full-time at Keating and Shaw and just devote a 
couple nights a week and maybe one day on the weekend to the store- 
front.” 


Diana hated to admit it, but Lee’s suggestion made sense. Still, he’d had 
no right to interfere—or lie to her. And nothing would change that. 
“Was that suggestion so unreasonable?” she asked softly. 


“Maybe not to someone else.” His voice sounded grim. 


Diana studied his profile. The clean, clear lines. The sweet curve of his 
mouth. The firm chin. She swallowed hard. If only she could do some- 
thing, say something. She squeezed his hand. 


He took adeep breath. “I thought I'd try talking to Allison one last time. 
I’m going to go over to the Marlowes’ house now.” 


They stood. “Good luck,” Diana said softly as they hugged again. “Call 
me and let me know what happens.” 


At ten-thirty, Jackie buzzed her. “Diana, Lee called again. I just thought 
you might want to know.” 


“t don't” 
Jackie sighed. “Why don’t you give the man a chance?” 
“He had his chance.” 


Jackie sighed again, but she didn’t argue. “The phones have been going 
crazy. Everyone’ been calling, wanting to know if the wedding’s on or 
off” 


“What have you been telling them?” 
“That we know as much as they do!” 


At eleven-thirty, Kent called. “Allison’s gone,” he said without pream- 
ble. 


“Gone?” Diana echoed. 


“Yes,” he said tonelessly. “Her grandmother said she took off for Paris 
this morning. I guess Lee arranged it.” 


Lee again. Diana wondered if this coldness would ever go away. 
“Have you talked to him, Mom?” 
“Why would I talk to him?” 


“Come on. We both know you two have been seeing each other. I 
didn’t say anything because obviously you didn’t want us to know, but 
I knew.” 


“Yes, I talked to him.” 


Perhaps because of her tone of voice, Kent said, “Don’t be mad at him, 
Mom. What happened was inevitable, I think. It’s not Lee’s fault. I... 1 
would have done the same thing in his shoes.” 


After they hung up, Diana put her head down on her desk. She wished 
she could just crawl intoa dark place, somewhere where she wouldn’t 
have to see anyone, or talk to anyone, or pretend that her life was 
normal. 


Why had Lee lied to her? 
Why had he made her think he loved her? 
Why had she let him get under her skin? 


This was bound to happen. Why are you so upset? Didn’t you tell yourself 
from the very beginning that there was no future for the two of you? 


Her intercom buzzed. “Diana, Lee Gabriel's here to see you.” 


Diana’s heart leaped into her throat. “Damn you, Jackie,” she said in a 
tight voice. “I told you to tell him I was out with a client.” 


“T did. He didn’t believe me. He said to tell you if you don’t come out of 
that office this minute he’s coming in and he won't leave until you see 
reason.” 


Diana looked around wildly. There was no lock on her office door. 
Maybe she could wedge a chair under the knob. Then she realized 
just how ridiculous she was acting. She was an adult. She would face 
him like an adult. Taking a deep breath to fortify herself, she stood 
and smoothed down the skirt of her dress. Then, lifting her chin, she 
walked to the door. 


She opened it. 


Only three of Diana’s agents were in. Most had taken the day off; the 
others would only be there until noon. 


Just then Lee appeared in the far doorway, the one that led into the 
reception area, and their gazes met. 


Diana’s heart was beating so hard she was sure everyone in the room 
could hear it. 


Lee charged across the bull pen, his eyes blazing, and everyone in the 
room stared at him. Diana backed up a few steps. When he reached her, 
he stopped. She opened her mouth to say something, but before she 
could, he grasped her arms and yanked her into his embrace. Then he 
lowered his head and kissed her. 


The entire world spun. 


The kiss was hard, angry, demanding and possessive. He kissed her so 
long, and so thoroughly, that when he finally released her, Diana would 
have fallen if he hadn't held on to her arms. “Now what isthis craziness 
all about?” he demanded. 


“Lee—” 


There was a discreet cough, and Diana, who had completely forgotten 
the existence of her employees, realized they were all gaping at her and 
Lee. “L-let’s go into my office,” she said. 


“Fine. Let's.” 


Diana stumbled when she turned, but made it into her office without 
falling, and he followed her. He slammed the door behind him. 


She turned to face him, struggling to regain control of her emotions. 
Very slowly, she raised her eyes. 


She shivered. He was so angry. She could see the fury in his golden- 
brown eyes. His jaw was set in stern lines, and his mouth was tight- 
lipped and uncompromising. 


“I repeat, Diana, just what in hell is all this crap about?” 
“Y-you know what it’s about.” 
“No, I do not.” 


“Look, Lee, can’t we just part as friends? Do we have to have a scene? 
Did you have to come to my office? God! My employees are out there, 
probably listening to every word.” She tried to keep her voice low, but 
she was so disconcerted and felt at such a disadvantage that she wasn’t 
very suc-cessful. 


“T don’t give a good rat’s ass who's listening! I want some answers, and I 
want those answers to make sense!” 


Now Diana was getting angry herself. Her senses had finally stopped 
swimming from that devastating kiss. What right did Lee have tobe so 
angry? Shewas the injured party here, not him. “Okay, you asked for it. 
You lied to me. You’ve beenlying to me. And I don’t want to have any- 
thing to do with you anymore. There! Are you satisfied now?” 


“I never lied to you, Diana. Allison asked me to talk to Kent, and | did. 
After we talked, he and I discussed whether he should tell you about 
our conversation, and he said, no, he didn’t want to worry you. And 
that’s the truth.” 

Diana stared at him. His words had the ring of truth. 

“Do you believe me?” 

She wanted to. “I... I don’t know.” 

“Have 1 ever lied to you before?” Lee continued relentlessly. 

“I...” She swallowed. “Not that I know of.” 


“Then why were you so quick to assume | was lying to you about this?” 


Suddenly Diana could feel all her anger evaporating. She shook her 
head. “I don't know.” 


His voice softened. “So you believe me now?” 
“Yes.” 
He moved closer. 


She swallowed. She could see his intent in his eyes. “No,” she said. “No, 
Lee. Please. I believe you about this, but it’s over between us.” 


“It’s not over.” 


Now he was only inches away. She slowly raised her eyes, meeting his 
gaze. What she saw there knocked the breath out of her. A smoldering 
desire. And an unyielding determination. 


He touched her shoulders, and she shuddered. With his right forefin- 
ger, he traced the curve of her cheek and jaw, and the shudder raced 
through her again. She wanted to push him away. But she couldn’t 
move to save her life. 


“Diana,” he whispered, rubbing his thumb over her lips. “I love you. 
Don’t you know that? I love you. I will always love you.” 


“Lee—” 
“I want to marry you.” 
She wanted to believe him. “But, Lee—” 


“Remember when I told you that ‘but’ is my least favorite word?” He 
smiled for the first time, and all the anger and determination faded 
from his eyes, to be replaced by something soft and warm and wonder- 
ful. Something Diana wanted desperately to believe in.Something that 
curled into her belly and filled her heart with hope. 


“I—" she started. 
“You talk too much,” he muttered. “Shut up and kiss me.” 


She looked into his eyes for a long moment, then she lifted her arms 
and his mouth took hers again. This kiss said everything. It said how 
much they loved each other. And how much they wanted each other. 
And how sorry they were that everything had happened the way it 
did. It also said that they believed in the future. 


He kissed her for along time, and when he finally released her mouth, 
he held her close to him, and she could feel his strong heart beating 
against hers. 


“T don’t want to wait,” he said as he stroked her hair. “Let’s get married 
as soon as possible.” 


“But Lee, what about Allison? And Kent?” 


Lee put his hands on either side of her face and kissed her nose. “What 
about them?” 


“Ien’t this all going to be terribly awkward for everyone?” 


“They'll survive. They’re adults.” 


“But—” 


Lee sighed. “I can see I have my work cut out for me. There you go with 
that word again.” He pulled her close once more, cradling her head 
against his chest. “Listen, love, Allison and Kent made their choice. 
Now!’m making mine, and you're making yours. Sure, it might be awk- 
ward the first time we're all together, but we’ll workit out.” 


Diana thought about what he’d said. He was right. She knew he was 
right. Suddenly she felt lighter and freer than she had in years, and a 
great happiness filled her. She knew it was risky, but anything worth 
having was risky. She raised her face to Lee’. “I love you,” she said. 


“Finally! I didn’t think I'd ever hear you say it!” 


She laughed. It felt wonderful to say it. She tested the words again. 
love you. Oh, I love you.” 


He kissed her again and again, but then there was a faint tapping on 
the door. 


“Oh, my God,” Diana said. “I forgot all about my agents.” She smoothed 
her hair and straightened her clothes. Then she opened the door. 


A twinkling-eyed Jackie stood there. “Uh, Diana, I’m sorry to bother 
you.” Jackie looked over Diana’s shoulder and grinned at Lee. “But, uh, 
you didsay everyone could leave at noon?” 


“Yes, of course. Would, um, would you tell them I said Merry Christ- 
mas? I don’t really want to go out there right now.” 


Jackie’s grin expanded. “Good idea.” She winked and gave a little wave. 
“See ya later! P’llockthe door on my way out.” 


Diana could just imagine how she looked. She was sure she had no 
lipstick at all left on her mouth, and it was probably obvious to Jackie 
exactly what she and Lee had been doing in here. 


Lee was sitting on the edge of her desk, smiling, when she closed the 
door and turned to face him again. “Tell you what,” he said. “I've got the 
church. I've got the country club. Everything's already paid for, and the 
invitations have been mailed. Why don’t you and I have a wedding?” 


“You mean...?” 


He grinned. “Can’t you just see it? Everyone will show up thinking 
they’re going to see our kids get married. And instead they'll see us?” 


“But...” 
“T hatethat word!” 


Diana giggled. She couldn’t help it. Something about his proposition 
appealed to her. “What about licenses and all?” 


Lee scoffed. “I know a few judges. Even though it’s Christmas Eve, I 
think Ican arrange it.” 


“Youre good at arranging things, aren't you?” 


“Hey, no sass from you, woman.” He crooked a finger and beckoned her 
closer. 


She went. 


A long time later, when he let her up for air, he said, “So what do you 
say?” 


“Tsay ...yes. Yes, yes, yes!” 

Much later, Diana started to laugh. 

“what's so funny?” Lee said. 

“Oh, I was just thinking. My mother sure will be happy.” 
“Well, good.” 


Diana laughed harder. “Now she won’t have to return her dress!” 


Epilogue 


From the pages of the Houston Herald: 
AROUND HOUSTON 
byB.J. Barrette 


Locals were shocked Friday evening when they arrived at St. John’s 
Church expecting to attend the wedding of Allison Gabriel and Kent 
Sorensen and instead found themselves witnessing the wedding of 
Lee Gabriel and Diana Sorensen, the parents of the younger couple. 
Rumor hasit that Kent and Allison broke their engagement in astormy 
scene at The Rainbow Lodge during their rehearsal dinner. Rumor 
also has it that the lovely Diana, who as most of you already know, 
owns Sorensen Realty, and the dynamic Lee, the recently appointed 
executive V.P. of Berringer, International, have been carrying on a tor- 
rid affair for months. Of course, if you'll recall, this columnist broke 
the news of their involvement first. Diana looked beautiful, if un-tra- 
ditional, in a tea-length, claret silk and lace dress. She carried white 
poinsettias and wore a magnificent diamond necklace, a gift from 
her bridegroom. Her only attendant was Sunny Garcia, her long-time 
friend and business associate. Standing up for Lee was Diana's son, 
Kent. Once the guests got over their shock at the substitution of the 
major participants, a good time was had by all. This reporter has it 
on good authority that the champagne flowed freely, and the buffet at 
the lavish country club reception included delicacies from all over the 
world. The guests danced until the wee hours to the music of Harry 
Thompson and his band. The new Mr. and Mrs. Lee Gabriel left the re- 
ception early for parts unknown. We'll be sure to let you know when 
the newlyweds get back to town. 


THEEND 


at 


WOTHEROFTHEGROOM 


Wedding bells were ringing, 
ian i This time i, 


attractive sti Bich awoke be loalage in 
he'd long forgotten .... 
feelings that made him give serious thought 
ito taking’ abride of his own. 

H appily-ever-after seemed like a 
possibilify for Diana and Lee until their 
children decided that perhaps marriage 
wasn’t for them, after all. Could Lee 
convince Diana that even though the 
wedding was off, they could still say; 
hl | do’? 
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